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ABSTRACT 
 
Transformational Preaching: Speaking Spiritual Practices into Life 
at Highland Park Presbyterian Church 
Bryan H. Dunagan 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2015 
 
 The purpose of this project is to develop a model of transformational preaching 
that will foster sustained spiritual growth in the lives of church attenders at Highland Park 
Presbyterian Church in Texas. What follows is a model of biblical communication that 
engages people in the regular practice of spiritual disciplines. To achieve this purpose, a 
cross-mentoring pilot project was created to empower Highland Park’s biblical 
communicators in their respective teaching environments. The desire was not simply to 
refine styles of preaching but to ground the act of communicating the Scriptures in the 
experience of spiritual practices.  
 This paper is divided into three parts. Part One examines both the Park Cities 
community surrounding Highland Park Presbyterian Church and the unique ministry 
culture of this growing congregation. This portion connects Highland Park’s historic 
mission with its current leadership distinctives, focusing in particular on methods of 
communicating the gospel in a mainline Reformed setting.  
 Part Two establishes the biblical and theological foundations relevant to building 
a transformational model of preaching. This discussion engages key theological sources 
from the Reformed tradition as well as a review of literature on the spiritual disciplines. 
Special attention also is given to the role of the preaching moment in the formation of 
Christlike character, both individual and corporate. This section concludes by examining 
the catalytic role of discipline and habit in the church’s ministry of spiritual 
transformation. 
 Part Three introduces a cross-mentoring group aimed at implementing this 
transformational model of preaching at Highland Park. This initiative will enable church 
leadership to explore the individual and communal impact of teaching the spiritual 
disciplines in different learning environments throughout the congregation. Careful 
consideration will be given to the content, structure, and assessment of this ministry pilot 
project.  
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PART ONE 
MINISTRY CONTEXT 
 
 
 
 2 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 Highland Park Presbyterian Church (HPPC) is a dynamic, intergenerational 
congregation guided by an orthodox biblical theology and the great commandment to 
“make disciples of all nations” (Matthew 28:19).1 Throughout its nearly ninety-year 
history, the church’s leadership has reaffirmed an enduring commitment to reaching 
beyond its own community through tangible acts of compassion and justice. Although this 
missionary zeal continues to shape congregational culture, internal struggles around 
matters of denominational affiliation and theological identity have siphoned both 
resources and creative energy. Moreover, the strident emphasis on thoughtful, 
theologically nuanced teaching and the life of the mind has resulted in fewer opportunities 
for HPPC to pursue its living vision of “leading all generations into a transforming 
relationship with Jesus.”2 This project envisions a model of transformational preaching 
that engages both teacher and congregation in spiritual disciplines aimed at connecting 
theology with life-changing practice.  
 In the spring of 2014, Highland Park called me as its seventh senior pastor. The 
alignment of the church’s foundational expressions and evangelical priorities with my 
own faith formation was a seamless fit. I was raised down the street from the church’s 
campus and had a cursory understanding of the local community. At the same time, a 
                                                 
1 All Scripture quoted is from the Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2011), unless otherwise noted. 
2 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, Highland Park Presbyterian Mission Study Report (Dallas, 
TX: Highland Park Presbyterian Church, 2013), 11-12. 
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critical factor in this ministry project has been my recent immersion into a new ministry 
environment and leadership context. The analysis of the church’s relevant history and its 
implications for the ministry challenge are interpreted through the fresh lens of an 
incoming pastor tasked with leading through a season of significant change. 
 Highland Park’s growth as a vibrant congregation stems from its deep 
commitment to spiritual transformation, bold and innovative ministry practices, and a 
grounded theological foundation. In recent years, however, the church has stalled in its 
efforts to provide a unified vision for Christlike spiritual formation in its membership. 
Taking into consideration the intergenerational profile of Highland Park, and its growing 
commitment to diverse worship styles and multiethnic expressions of God’s people, the 
congregation faces a steep challenge when seeking to pursue a unified vision for 
discipleship and ministry.3 When I joined the pastoral team in 2014, as many as four 
communicators each Sunday preached sermons on four different biblical texts in the 
various worship gatherings throughout the campus. A congregational survey in 2013 
revealed a widespread sense that the church was failing to foster a sense of connectedness 
beyond being a loosely knit association of different communities sharing one building. 
While these diverse communities come together in various weekend services and through 
larger fellowship gatherings and common mission projects, this large church nevertheless 
has struggled to articulate with clarity a compelling vision for the spiritual formation of 
its members and attenders. 
                                                 
3 On a given Sunday, four different worshipping communities meet on the Highland Park campus. 
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 In recent years Highland Park’s session developed a discipleship strategy called 
the “Core 4: Building Blocks for Life as a Disciple of Jesus Christ.”4 Accordingly, 
maturing followers of Jesus as part of the Highland Park community will worship God, 
grow in Christ, build community, and bless the world.5 While these “Core 4” practices 
provide both a guide and logic for the life of a disciple, the congregation lacks a clear and 
straightforward way to engage in everyday practices that lead to this kind of discipleship 
formation. As James Bryan Smith points out in his Spiritual Formation Workbook, many 
church attenders do not become disciples of Jesus because they lack the information 
about how to engage in classic spiritual disciplines. He writes: “We dream about being 
true followers, imagine ourselves being committed disciples, but what do we actually 
do?”6 It is easy to become like “travelers looking across a great chasm, longing for the 
other side, discontent with where we are, yet unable to cross the bridge because we do not 
know how to start.”7 Consequently, one of the catalysts for sustained spiritual growth and 
the ongoing experience of spiritual formation practices is a joining of forces with others 
who are caught up in a similar passion for transformation. 
 This ministry project emerged in response to a desire to make the experience of 
character formation in Christ a regular and dynamic element of the church’s teaching 
ministry as well as a vital component of a teacher’s process of message preparation. What 
                                                 
4 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, “Core 4,” http://www.hppc.org/core4 (accessed July 10, 2015). 
5 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, Highland Park Presbyterian Mission Study Report, 48. 
6 James Bryan Smith, Spiritual Formation Workbook: Small Group Resources for Nurturing 
Spiritual Growth (San Francisco: HarperOne, 1993), 12. 
7 Ibid., 13. 
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follows is an attempt to close the gap between biblical and theological instruction and the 
actual experience of being an apprentice of Jesus. The path of Jesus is a path of 
experience, and one cannot learn to become his disciple without taking the teachings of 
Jesus and moving them into the realm of experience. True knowledge involves the 
ongoing experience of an interactive relationship. There is a tendency in this Reformed 
mainline sphere of the Church—which celebrates theological clarity and the vibrant life 
of the mind—to substitute knowledge about such concepts as discipleship, evangelism, 
and mission with the actual experience of being changed by that knowledge into a 
growing disciple devoted to gospel movement lived out in God’s kingdom.  
 The strategy proposed in this project links the exercise of the classic spiritual 
disciplines with the preaching activity of the local church. The goal is to envision a model 
of teaching that brings people into the experience of spiritual practices. This project seeks 
to generate transformational movement toward Jesus in the community of Highland Park 
Presbyterian Church by presenting a theologically informed model of preaching that 
interacts with and engages people in the practice of the spiritual disciplines.  
 The classic disciplines of the inner life are a pathway to freedom and joy. They 
enable people to experience God’s liberating power in a way that they simply could not 
achieve by their own direct effort. Therefore, a primary goal of the biblical communicator 
is to teach the Scriptures in ways that connect sacred text with experience—equipping the 
people of God with exercises that open them to the ongoing transformative work of the 
Holy Spirit. While an in-depth reflection on homiletical method is beyond the scope of 
this project, some attention is given to the ways communicators can incorporate into their 
 6 
preaching engagement in the spiritual practices. This includes practical observations that 
set the course for a shift in mindset and offer an avenue to being freed to govern one’s 
passions for the sake of greater intimacy with Christ. 
 Central to this task of speaking the spiritual disciplines into life is the personal 
transformation of the communicator. The danger for those who spend their lives talking 
about something is to become empty from an experiential perspective.8 Having a 
platform as a teacher in the Church without continuing to grow the character of a 
maturing disciple of Jesus is a dangerous proposition. Likewise, one cannot offer insight 
for living a rightly ordered life without having experienced through the spiritual practices 
the ongoing goodness and love of God. 
 This project is organized through the following structure. Part One establishes the 
ministry challenges unique to the culture and context of Highland Park’s congregation. 
Informed ministry practice is always grounded in the thorough awareness of one’s 
context. This begins with an historical overview of the local church and its 
denominational ties as well as the surrounding Park Cities community. This chapter 
interacts with the recent history of Highland Park Presbyterian Church, tracing its 
denominational shift from the Presbyterian Church (USA)—or PC(USA)—to the new 
Reformed body, A Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians (ECO). The content of 
this section draws heavily from the historical documents of the church and personal 
interviews done during my first seven months serving as senior pastor of the 
                                                 
8 Dallas Willard, “GM720: Spirituality and Ministry” (lecture, Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Pasadena, CA, June 12, 2012). 
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congregation. Some of the relevant descriptions are drawn from conversations, where 
every effort has been given to preserve the exact wording of those being interviewed. 
 Part Two lays out the biblical and theological underpinnings of the preaching 
experience, with specific focus on spiritual practices that lead to transformation. This 
discussion engages key theological sources from the Reformed tradition and offers a 
review of literature on the spiritual disciplines. It builds on a Reformed theology of 
preaching that prioritizes the faithful exposition of Scripture in light of current teaching 
practices in the North American megachurch movement. In addition, this portion 
carefully examines New Testament patterns of transformational preaching, specifically in 
the ministry of the apostle Paul. This section of the project concludes with specific 
attention to the catalytic role of discipline and habit in character formation. 
 Part Three proposes a theologically informed blueprint for transformational 
preaching and a pilot project specifically shaped around teaching spiritual practices to the 
Highland Park congregational community. This section addresses the shifting dynamics 
of communicating for a change in the context of a large and diverse congregation. This 
ministry strategy includes the review of a devotional guide and sermon series companion, 
which invites people into the daily practice of specific spiritual disciplines. 
 A primary focus of this pilot project is a transformational preaching cross-mentoring 
group. This program draws from Smith’s Spiritual Formation Workbook in an effort to bring 
together growth in the interior life with knowledge and mutual encouragement. Special 
attention is given to the timeline, leadership components, and training systems to bring 
about this new ministry initiative. The project includes practical guidelines for spiritual 
 8 
formation groups, with suggestions about an order for the meeting, the size of the group, and 
the duration of the meetings. This section also provides an assessment of the project based 
on narrative interviews and evaluation questions used to engage group participants and 
members of the congregation. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF HIGHLAND PARK 
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
  
 
 This chapter traces the origins of Highland Park Presbyterian Church as a 
neighborhood home missions plant, which grew into the largest Presbyterian church in 
the country. A brief sketch is offered of the history of Highland Park from a remote town 
on the outskirts of Dallas to a leading urban center and destination for college graduates 
in the American southwest. It describes the transitioning identity of the congregation 
from a full-service destination church to a more adaptive Jesus movement, with 
leadership that is willing to imagine new practices of communicating the gospel for a 
shifting cultural and congregational landscape. 
 
Origins: Home Missions and a Vision for Community 
 In January of 1926 a few dozen residents of the Highland Park neighborhood 
gathered in a living room to discuss the possible formation of a new Presbyterian mission 
community a few miles north of downtown Dallas. By May, 190 petitioners to the local 
Dallas Presbytery became charter members of Highland Park Presbyterian Church. The 
congregation was established formally by the Home Missions Committee of the 
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Presbyterian Church in the United States. In that first year, the church had an annual 
budget of $12,175 and called five ruling elders and nine deacons. By 1943, the 
membership had increased to over two thousand individuals. After World War II, “a 
heightened sense of awareness for world evangelism was awakened,” with the church 
supporting missionaries to the Belgian Congo, China, Korea, Japan, Mexico, and Brazil.1 
HPPC clarified its identity as “blessed to be a blessing not just in its neighborhood and 
city but throughout the world.”2 
 As the church marked its fiftieth anniversary, a special emphasis was placed on 
personal discipleship. The training of members in their personal evangelistic efforts led to 
new ministry initiatives serving prison groups and launching new Presbyterian church 
plants. Even as membership swelled to over eight thousand, HPPC faced growing internal 
strife over theological debates in relationship to its Presbyterian denomination. 
 In the spring of 1991, over seven thousand Highland Park members gathered in 
the Moody Coliseum on the Southern Methodist University campus—four blocks from 
the church—to vote on their relationship with the Presbyterian Church (USA). The 
official issue at hand was whether to disaffiliate with the PC(USA) for the purpose of 
retaining full and clear ownership of its property. The subtext, however, was a growing 
concern over the theological identity of the congregation and that of its governing body, 
the PC(USA). One local writer described it well: “All over Highland Park, over coffee at 
                                                 
1 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, Highland Park Presbyterian Mission Study Report, 36: All 
historical information comes from this source, unless otherwise noted. 
2 Ibid., 37.  
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Starbucks in the Village, on the stair-masters at the Park Cities YMCA, at the family 
dinner table, church faithful had hashed and rehashed the matter ad nauseam, and 
whatever else they disagreed on, all could concur that this bit of Presbyterian church 
‘business’ had turned into one of the more important matters of their adult lives.”3  
 The result of the vote was the decision to remain in their current denomination.4 
The following Sunday, over two thousand of the church’s members gathered at Highland 
Park High School to begin what would become the Park Cities Presbyterian Church. The 
result of this so-called split went beyond church rolls and finances: “Morale among those 
who stayed underwent its own slump. The split in the church hadn’t just been about how 
many, but who. Many of the dissidents who bolted and formed the new Park Cities 
Presbyterian had been deacons, elders, and Sunday school teachers at Highland Park.”5 
 The split became a pointed marker in the church’s culture and story. One of the 
first observations of a recently hired pastor was the extent to which many church 
members speak of the split as if it had happened recently.6 Some would associate their 
experience of church life with the grief that follows any traumatic loss. Older members 
                                                 
3 Jim Atkinson, “The Schism,” D Magazine, May 1996, http://www.dmagazine.com/publications/ 
d-magazine/1996/may/religion-the-schism (accessed November 22, 2014). 
4 Ibid. The official vote count was 2,563 in favor of leaving the PC(USA), and 2,001 against, short 
of the two thirds majority necessary for such a motion to pass. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Josh Peck, interview by author, Dallas, TX, September 2014. 
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would describe their family tree, recounting which individuals chose to leave for the new 
church and those who stayed at HPPC.7  
 In spite of this loss, the Highland Park congregation continued to focus its efforts 
on missionary and evangelistic outreach. Television and radio broadcasts of the services 
reached over sixty thousand people weekly across the Dallas metroplex. The annual 
budget reached $6.5 million in 2000 and saw increased resource allocation to world 
mission partnerships and ministry to the growing international population in Dallas. What 
persisted in the shadow of the split, however, was a reluctance to embrace institutional 
change.  
 
Legacy and Inertia to Innovation 
 In any context, the introduction of new practices into established institutions 
presents a unique set of challenges. Given its history of divisive change and the larger 
mainline Presbyterian context, Highland Park in particular has struggled to remain open 
to fresh expressions of ministry and mission. Many large mainline churches like 
Highland Park have found their identity in church-growth models that prioritize 
numerical growth as a key indicator of congregational vitality and the effectiveness of a 
church’s vision. Ironically, in recent years their most trusted benchmark of success has 
told the story of their failure consistently.8 In The Missional Leader, Alan J. Roxburgh 
                                                 
7 Atkinson, “The Schism.” 
8 According to the General Assembly Mission Council of the PC(USA), in 2012 the denomination’s 
churches lost 102,791 members, or 5.3 percent of its total membership. General Assembly Mission Council 
of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Table 1: PC(USA) Congregations and Membership, 2002 to 2013 
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and Fred Romanuk address a growing malaise in congregations that have sought new life 
unsuccessfully in growth-oriented programs and strategies. When large established 
churches begin experimenting with ministry practices, the first reaction to any signs of 
smaller crowds or negative feedback can easily trigger a withdrawal to more familiar 
questions about attractional ministry.9  
 In response to a reallocation of resources from a weekly lunch program for 
Highland Park’s members to a community coffee house environment, a female 
parishioner recently asked the church’s executive director: “Are outsiders more important 
than those of us who have been here supporting this church all along?”10 This 
individual’s honesty helps frame a tangible struggle that some congregants have with the 
changes and transitions associated with the ministry priorities of an established church. 
Even the most necessary transitions, without concern for the corporate body’s tolerance 
for change, can frustrate the process of transformation and limit the effectiveness of 
implementing new models of ministry. Authentic and lasting organizational change takes 
place within and walking alongside the whole of a community. Scot McKnight states it 
well: “Jesus did not come merely to enable specific individuals to run about on earth 
knowing that they, surrounded by a bunch of bunglers, were the only ones getting it right. 
                                                 
(Louisville: Research Services, 2014), Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), http://www.pcusa.org/resource/ 
comparative-statistics-2013-table-1/ (accessed September 8, 2015).  
9 Alan J. Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk, The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Congregation to 
Reach a Changing World (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 17. 
10 Mark Story, interview by author, Dallas, TX, July 2014. 
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No, he came to collect individuals into a big heap, set them in the middle of the world,” 
where God is always on the move.11 
 The leadership of Highland Park face the challenge of guiding a large 
multigenerational community through small steps of transformation without 
disillusioning congregants who feel lost in translation. The church remains in a period of 
discontinuous change, where previously held rules and assumptions about how to engage 
in ministry are being reassessed and reformulated. Specifically, this transition is growing 
from an awakening among ministry leaders who are learning to function, as Roxburgh 
and Romanuk describe, “like cross-cultural missionaries rather than be a gathering place 
where people come to receive religious goods and services.”12 Moreover, this shift 
towards a more emerging, organic process is manifesting itself in new ways of engaging 
and teaching the biblical narrative, from Sunday morning worship services to weekly 
small group gatherings. Ministry leaders are experimenting with new practices of reading 
and teaching the Bible, because “all the uses of Scripture as simply a tool fail to engage it 
as a narrative presence of God that invites us into a story that reads and shapes us.”13 
 In The Heart of Change, John Kotter identifies a process of adaptation and 
transformation within any organization that seeks to remain successful in times of 
                                                 
11 Scot McKnight, The Jesus Creed: Loving God, Loving Others (Brewster, MA: Paraclete Press, 
2004), 127. 
12 Roxburgh and Romanuk, The Missional Leader, 13. 
13 Ibid., 34. 
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turbulence.14 Kotter’s emphasis on the creation of a culture where new practices stick is 
of particular importance to HPPC’s ministry context. The role of pastors as both shepherd 
and visionary positions them to reiterate consistently the new cultural values of a given 
community. In an era where the rate of change affecting communities is accelerating, 
ministry leaders need new skill sets that enable them to train teams and communicate 
vision to broader groups of people beyond the established leadership hierarchy.  
At the same time, mainline church leaders face the added challenge of matching 
their leadership expertise with a pastoral awareness of those who tend to associate any 
kind of change with pain and apprehension. In his book, Brain Rules, John Medina 
suggests that people experience change in the region of the brain that registers pain. In 
other words, change is painful.15 The desire to avoid painful change is all the more 
significant for institutional churches, where celebrating the legacy of the past often is 
equated with doctrinal faithfulness and loyalty. Nevertheless, successful organizations 
“know how to overcome antibodies that reject anything new.”16 For mainline church 
leaders, overcoming this aversion to change requires the courage to confront issues in 
order to experience the kind of transformation that is only possible when communities 
face conflict together.  
                                                 
14 John Kotter, Heart of Change: Real-Life Stories of How People Change Their Organizations 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2002), 2. The eight-step process is as follows: heighten 
change, put together a guiding team, create the vision and strategies, communicate the vision, remove 
barriers to action, accomplish short-term wins, keep pushing, and create a new culture where new practices 
stick.  
15 John Medina, Brain Rules: 12 Principles for Surviving and Thriving at Work, Home, and School 
(Seattle: Pear Press, 2008), 128. 
16 Kotter, The Heart of Change, 108. 
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 A more effective alternative for an established congregation like Highland Park 
begins with contextualizing the message of gospel transformation to a community’s 
present situation, which means finding ways to layer new conversations with more 
traditional ways of speaking about and being the church. In addition, ministry leaders 
should strive to interact personally with those members who are more entrenched in the 
church’s institutional identity before rolling out changes that undo long-preserved 
traditions and practices. If pastors and lay leaders can handle congregational transitions 
with a sensitivity to people’s heritage and their hunger for belonging, what was once a 
challenge can become a catalyst for transformation in the lives of those who previously 
resisted change. 
 
“All Things to All People”: A Destination Church 
 In the Presbyterian context of Highland Park, like many other established 
mainline congregations, church buildings have been seen as center stage for life change. 
Staff-driven teams create ministry environments with the goal of drawing as many people 
as possible into the ongoing life of the church. A congregation builds schools and athletic 
facilities and provides daycare programs and square dance lessons, all in the hopes of 
inviting people to the one destination where ministry happens. The timeless measures of 
this traditional church model are attendance, buildings, and budgets. Success is equated 
with the notion that transformation takes place when people give enough of their time, 
heart, and money to the congregational activities within the local church. 
 Two major issues arise when these ministry practices and the shifting patterns of 
Highland Park’s congregational life are examined in light of critical theological 
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reflection: the wise stewardship of resources for ministry and the tension between the 
internal and external focus of the church. The biblical narrative challenges church leaders 
to steward their resources carefully and, in particular, to resist the inward gravitational 
pull inherent within older institutions. A recent example highlighting this tension 
surrounds the dedication of valuable campus space on a given Sunday. Highland Park’s 
modern worship service had outgrown its prior setting in the church’s gym, and leaders 
were faced with the possibility of turning away guests until a larger space could be found. 
The fellowship hall surfaced as a possible larger alternative venue, but the long held 
commitment to hosting Sunday lunches for current members prevented other uses of that 
gathering space. The church weighed the relative value of providing a hospitality service 
and place of fellowship primarily for the established members of the church alongside 
their desire to provide additional space for a growing number of guests participating in 
the corporate worship experience. 
 Missional ecclesiology introduces a new paradigm of life transformation that 
takes place primarily outside the church walls, in the everyday encounters where Jesus 
followers spend the majority of their lives. Church leaders face the challenge of taking 
new risks oriented around the formation of a kingdom people over and above the 
preservation of programs and internal congregational care. Unfortunately, many churches 
in the Presbyterian tradition continue to see themselves as a destination rather than an 
outpost. Reggie McNeal argues in Missional Renaissance that viewing participation 
within church walls as the central locus of ministry is a little like treating an airport 
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terminal as if it were the most important part of the travel experience.17 An airport is 
designed to facilitate movement and travel, and its success is measured not in the quality 
of the experience while waiting to board a plane but in its capacity to help people get to a 
needed or desired place beyond the airport. In other words, “the church can never in any 
sense be an end in itself, but, following the existence of the apostles, it exists only as it 
exercises the ministry of a herald.”18 The result is a recalibration of the metrics of success 
in terms of a local church’s ability to transform the neighborhoods, schools, and cultural 
centers beyond the steeple’s shadow.  
 In the past decade, Highland Park has collaborated with a broader network of 
Presbyterian churches reflecting on their missional identity. The HPPC session found 
themselves gravitating to biblical narratives about the God who sends people into the 
world (e.g., John 17), entrusting to the community gathered in God’s name “the ministry 
of reconciliation” and ambassadorship on behalf of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:17-20). These 
insights led to new ministry initiatives where mission precedes and creates the church.19 
Ironically, if the church continues to make survival its primary end, it will not survive. As 
Alan Hirsch attests, “Start with the Church and the mission will probably get lost. Start 
with mission and it is likely that the Church will be found.”20  
                                                 
17 Reggie McNeal, Missional Renaissance: Changing the Scorecard for the Church (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2009), 45. 
18 Karl Barth, The Doctrine of Reconciliation, vol. IV.1 of Church Dogmatics (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 1956), 724. 
19 Ray S. Anderson, The Soul of Ministry (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997), 158. 
20 Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways: Reactivating the Missional Church (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Brazos Press, 2006), 143. 
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 Another issue of concern in Highland Park’s more traditional ministry paradigm 
is a heavy reliance on clergy and a lack of lay leadership. For example, some older 
members of the church lament the absence of ordained clergy at programmatic events 
such as their weekly Friday morning fellowship hall gathering. The complaints of these 
legacy members of the congregation underscore the widely held sentiment that church-
related activities, caring visits, and other pastoral ministries are not validated unless an 
ordained minister is present. 
 Highland Park’s Reformed tradition, in contrast, has long affirmed the priesthood 
of all believers as a central theological tenet.21 Reformers applied 1 Peter’s affirmation of 
“a royal priesthood” when establishing the offices of the church as a shared leadership 
between clergy and laity (1 Peter 2:9). However, a drift from this balance is evident in the 
spiritual inferiority complex among lay leadership and the unchecked influence of clergy 
in key decisions of the church. This elevation of the pastorate poses two dangers to the 
congregation. First, church members grow dependent on pastors and staff to do the work 
of ministry; and subsequently, the laity loses its identity as people called to God’s 
transforming work in the world. Equally, this pastoral emphasis can lead to unhealthy 
patterns of over-work and clergy burnout.  
 
The Professionalization of Ministry 
 In his book, Creative Ministry, Henri Nouwen exposes the dangers inherent in the 
relationship between personal spirituality and the professionalization of the pastorate. On 
                                                 
21 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, Highland Park Presbyterian Mission Study Report, 9. 
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the subject of prayer, Nouwen urges ministers to avoid seeing prayer for its utilitarian 
impact: “Prayer is not preparation for work or an indispensable condition for effective 
ministry. Prayer is life; prayer and ministry are the same and can never be divorced.”22 
Nouwen demonstrates keen insight into the spiritual fatigue to which those in roles of 
ministry are often vulnerable, especially when they lack a unified, integrated experience 
of spiritual formation. Christian ministry must be rooted in a genuine personal faith, 
before it is expressed in gifts of pastoral leadership aimed at others. Furthermore, one of 
the central tasks of a pastor is to challenge a community to celebrate the transformed 
life—that is, “to turn away from fatalism and despair and to make our discovery that we 
have but one life to live into an ongoing recognition of God’s work within us.”23   
 The temptation to professionalize ministry becomes particularly seductive for 
young pastors assuming the primary leadership and teaching role in a congregation. 
Passion can drift toward unhealthy ambition, especially among those for whom “we are 
driven” is “not only an effective advertising slogan for cars but a shrill echo of the divine 
call sunk deep in the psyche of a minister who seeks salvation through ministry.”24 The 
cautious voice of James serves as a helpful corrective: “Not many of you should become 
teachers, my brothers and sisters, for you know that we who teach will be judged with 
greater strictness” (James 3:1). Ray S. Anderson describes the role of spiritual leader as 
                                                 
22 Henri Nouwen, Creative Ministry (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1971), 8. 
23 Ibid., 95. 
24 Ray S. Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2001), 286. 
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“one fraught with risk, both for the one who assumes the role as well as for those who are 
subject to the leader.”25 Unhealthy expectations of clergy only heighten the dangers and 
pressures of spiritual leadership. 
 
A Church Beyond 3821 University Boulevard 
 Twenty-two years after the divisive split at Moody Coliseum, the congregation of 
Highland Park voted, in November 2013, to disaffiliate with the PC(USA).26 The church 
formally joined A Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians, also known as ECO. 
This young denomination was founded in January 2012 from a commitment to 
“cultivating a healthy, diverse, resource-rich ecosystem where pastors and congregations 
can flourish.”27 In the months that followed the denominational transition, fewer than two 
dozen members left the congregation. A church once divided down the middle over 
ecclesiastical tensions was able to move forward in unity. Moreover, ECO’s fourfold 
focus on lifting up the centrality of the gospel, shaping an emerging generation of 
courageous church leaders, prioritizing a wave of church innovation, and creating an 
                                                 
25 Anderson, The Soul of Ministry, 195. 
26 In November 2013, the breakdown of the vote to disaffiliate with the PC(USA) was 89 percent 
in favor, with 11 percent opposing. Claire Z. Cardona, “Highland Park Presbyterian votes to change 
denominations,” The Dallas Morning News, October 27, 2013, http://www.dallasnews.com/news/ 
community-news/park-cities/headlines/20131027-highland-park-presbyterian-votes-to-change-
denominations.ece (accessed September 10, 2015). 
27 ECO: A Covenant Order of Evangelical Presbyterians, “Who We Are,” http://eco-pres.org/who-
we-are (accessed January 15, 2015).  
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atmosphere of relational accountability has helped Highland Park reclaim its own 
foundational expressions as a community.28 
 Surrounded by the dense urban setting of uptown Dallas, the Park Cities of today 
is a largely affluent community with some of the highest per-capita incomes in the state 
of Texas.29 Of the adults in the Park Cities aging twenty-five or older, 84 percent have 
obtained a bachelor’s degree or higher.30 Its proximity to Southern Methodist University 
four blocks down the road serves as a cultural influence on the congregation as a whole. 
A steady influx of college graduates into the nearby uptown area of Dallas, as well as the 
overall growth in population density, is shifting the demographic makeup of the church’s 
newest attenders. Highland Park has seen the average age of its membership drop in 
recent years with an influx of young families.  
 Of the 4,300 listed members of Highland Park, approximately 3,250 actively 
participate in congregational life. In the past two years, 461 people have joined the 
church. Of these newest members, over half live in the two nearest zip codes while the 
remaining members represent sixty-six other zip codes across the city of Dallas.31 
Moreover, a recent congregational survey revealed a strong loyalty and appreciation for 
                                                 
28 Ibid. 
29 In the 2010 U.S. census, median household income in the Park Cities was estimated at $173,520 
U.S. Census, “State & County QuickFacts: University Park (city), Texas,” http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/ 
states/48/4874492.html (accessed September 10, 2015). 
30 Ibid. 
31 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, Highland Park Presbyterian Mission Study Report, 44. 
Approximately one half of the congregation lives within the 75205 and 75225 zip codes.  
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the church: more than 80 percent of 1,200 individuals surveyed identified “a strong sense 
of belonging to Highland Park Presbyterian,” and over 90 percent affirmed that the 
church has made an impact on their spiritual lives.32 
 Today HPPC faces the challenge of being a flourishing church that maintains its 
commitment to reaching an increasingly post-Christian culture. In light of the growing 
trend of globalization in the Dallas metroplex, a vibrant congregation in this context must 
be open to multiethnic expressions of the church and a commitment to building 
relationships that reach across many cultures. In 2001, an All Nations Worship Service 
was established that now reaches three hundred predominantly Kenyan families each 
week.33 This commitment to multiculturalism goes beyond ethnicity to include a diversity 
of age and socioeconomic expressions. A recent response to a lack of age diversity was 
the addition of a modern worship environment to the weekend services at Highland Park. 
Nearly ten years after its launch, the modern service is often the most well-attended 
worship gathering on a given weekend. 
 Highland Park seeks to be guided in its mission and ministry by five core 
values.34 Primarily, the church understands Scripture to be its first and final authority for 
life and faith. It holds a commitment to the Reformed theological perspective and a way 
of ordering church life grounded in Presbyterian ecclesiology. Additionally, it values 
                                                 
32 Ibid., 127. 
33 Highland Park Presbyterian Church Clerk of Session, Session Minutes (Dallas, TX: Highland 
Park Presbyterian Church, May 27, 2015). 
34  Highland Park Presbyterian Church, Vision Manual (Dallas, TX: Highland Park Presbyterian 
Church, April 24, 2014), http://www.hppc.org/assets/2226/vision_manual_14_04_28.pdf (accessed 
September 10, 2015), 4-5. 
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community as the conduit of God’s grace through acts of forgiveness, comfort, care, 
encouragement, and hospitality. Its commitment to leadership means being God’s 
instruments for influencing others toward Christ and the world toward the kingdom of 
God. The church seeks to create passionate, accountable servant leaders of all ages who 
intentionally view their daily lives in the community as a mission field where God has 
placed them to exercise their influence and lead. Finally, the church values having a 
sacrificial impact on the surrounding world through obedient service both locally and as 
part of a globally connected church. 
 
Celebrating the Life of the Mind 
 HPPC has long valued the Presbyterian stream of the Reformed theological 
tradition. From its inception in 1926 as a member of the Presbyterian Church in the 
United States, Highland Park has demonstrated a commitment to ongoing engagement 
with its larger denominational body. In the 1980s, this involvement manifested itself in 
the growing support of theologically conservative renewal groups. In 1988, the church 
helped form Presbyterians for Renewal, a broad-based organization seeking theological 
orthodoxy from within the Presbyterian Church (USA).35 Highland Park also has 
                                                 
35 Presbyterians for Renewal (PFR) was the heir to two former renewal groups within the 
PC(USA): Presbyterians United for Biblical Concern and the Covenant Fellowship of Presbyterians. 
Presbyterians for Renewal has joined with Fellowship of Presbyterians to form “The Fellowship 
Community.” Jim Singleton, Bill Teng, and Paul Detterman, “Becoming the Fellowship Community,” The 
Fellowship Community, entry posted June 3, 2014, http://www.fellowship.community/tag/presbyterians-
for-renewal/ (accessed July 15, 2015). Teng served as president of PFR. 
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provided leadership in the formation of two denominational mission agencies, the 
Presbyterian Frontier Fellowship and The Outreach Foundation.36 
 Members of the congregation, as well as its teachers and pastors, share a passion 
for cultivating reflective Christian lives. Christian education programs emphasize the 
training of disciples who see the gospel of Jesus intersecting every aspect of life and who 
examine their lives through the lenses of Scripture and the wisdom of Christian history. 
In 2002, a Theologian in Residence Institute was established, endowing a permanent 
theologian who would join the pastoral staff as means of support and encouragement in 
the theological foundation of the congregation.37   
 In the wake of the 1991 split, Highland Park’s leaders were left wondering how 
they might have avoided such a schism. A prevailing opinion was the need for increased 
theological clarity so as to avoid any future splits. In the years that followed, elders and 
pastors placed a high emphasis on the guardrails of orthodoxy and theological precision 
in the teaching and preaching of the church. 
 The purpose of this doctoral ministry project is to integrate the theological 
tradition of an ever-reforming church with spiritual practices that bring to life the 
enduring message of the gospel. A primary goal of this exercise is to empower an 
emerging team of biblical communicators to guide the congregation beyond preaching as 
                                                 
36 Presbyterian Frontier Fellowship, http://www.pff.net/ (accessed July 15, 2015); The Outreach 
Foundation, http://www.theoutreachfoundation.org/ (accessed July 15, 2015). 
37 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, “Affiliated Ministries,” under “Theologian in Residence,” 
http://www.hppc.org/affiliated-ministries (accessed July 15, 2015). “The Murray & Jeanne Johnson 
Theologian in Residence Institute (TIRI) at Highland Park Presbyterian Church was established to add a 
new dimension and depth of theological reflection to the teaching program of the church, fostering 
increased biblical and theological literacy, and resulting in deeper discipleship among all age groups.” 
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information acquisition to preaching as transformation, grounded in the experience of 
Christ. This model of preaching seeks to integrate Highland Park’s rich theological 
legacy with spiritual practices that lead to life change. It is proclamation that guides the 
faith community through a more intentional experience of classic spiritual practices. The 
process of transformation, not merely its end result, is therefore of critical pastoral 
concern. The invitation to the transformed life is fundamentally a call to intimacy with 
God and apprenticeship to his son Jesus. Furthermore, it is essential that this call to 
spiritual formation begin with the one preaching, for the resonance between 
announcement and action is what rightly leads a community into the life-changing power 
of Christ. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE FOR PREACHING  
THE SPIRITUAL PRACTICES 
 
 
 In the development of this doctoral project, several resources provided the 
Reformed and evangelical theological framework. This chapter engages those resources 
in light of the project’s thesis. Each work offers distinctive insights into the role of 
preaching in cultivating Christ-formation as well as diverse voices regarding the impact 
of the preacher in the ongoing growth of a community’s spiritual life.  
 This project relies on Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics, specifically The Doctrine 
of the Word of God,1 to provide a Reformed theology of proclamation. Barth describes the 
preaching moment as an act of total grace, where God chooses in mystery to bridge the 
impossible point of contact between God and humanity through a Spirit-inspired witness 
to the resurrection of Christ.2 William Willimon offers a contemporary critique of Barth’s 
theological foundations in his works, Conversations with Barth on Preaching and 
                                                 
1 Karl Barth, The Doctrine of the Word of God, vol. I.1 of Church Dogmatics, trans. G. W. 
Bromiley (London: T & T Clark, 1936). 
2 William Willimon, Conversations with Barth on Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006), 227. 
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Proclamation and Theology.3 He argues that the ongoing transformation of the Church is 
only possible through the peculiar speech of a herald that is willing to redraw life around 
an authentic experience of grace in the kingdom of God.4 
 In order to locate this theological groundwork in the context of spiritual formation in 
a church community, this project draws from the insights of Dallas Willard in The Divine 
Conspiracy and The Spirit of the Disciplines.5 Through this lens, the biblical teacher is 
entrusted with the opportunity to invite both apprentices of Jesus and those who are 
spiritually curious to see life through the present and available kingdom of God. This relates 
with transformational preaching in that it is not merely a revelation of information about God 
but a call to experience that revelation through the spiritual practices of Jesus. Consequently, 
Mark Labberton’s The Dangerous Act of Loving Your Neighbor explores the role of ministry 
and preaching in the theological context of awakening people to God’s work in the world.6 
 
The Doctrine of the Word of God, Volume I.1 of Church Dogmatics 
by Karl Barth 
 
 In 1922, when asked at a gathering of pastors to offer an introduction to his 
theology, Barth responded with this question: “What is preaching?”7 Barth’s theology has 
                                                 
3 William Willimon, Proclamation and Theology, Horizons in Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 2005). 
4 Willimon, Conversations with Barth on Preaching, 11.  
5 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God (San Francisco: 
HarperOne, 1998) and The Spirit of the Disciplines: Understanding How God Changes Lives (San Francisco: 
Harper Collins, 1988). 
 
6 Mark Labberton, The Dangerous Act of Loving Your Neighbor: Seeing Others through the Eyes of 
Jesus (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2010). 
 
7 Karl Barth, The Word of God and the Word of Man, trans. Douglas Horton (Gloucester: Peter Smith, 
1928), 103. 
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not only its origin but also its goal in the problem of preaching. This problem, which is 
relevant to the content of this project, regards the relationship between text and life. This 
inquiry draws primarily from the first volume of Church Dogmatics, where Barth asks 
how preachers, amidst their fallenness, can proclaim the Word of God successfully to a 
people who are consumed by personal struggles with sin and evil.8 For Barth the 
preaching moment is a human task, the response of an individual to the love and grace of 
God. Simultaneously, it is an event made possible only in the willing self-revelation of 
Jesus Christ and the active ministry of the Holy Spirit in both preacher and listener. Thus, 
the event of revelation cannot be provoked, coerced, or recreated by any act of humanity. 
A major impact of Barth’s theology of revelation on the Reformed community of faith is 
the liberation of the preacher from expressions of power and performance that lie outside 
the sincere exposition of the revealed words of God.  
 Amidst Europe’s shifting theological terrain of the early twentieth century, this 
Swiss theologian challenged the biblical hermeneutic of suspicion and anthropocentric 
concept of God. Largely in response to an emerging prevalence of the psychological 
denial of God’s existence, Barth proposed an understanding of God that rested not in 
intellectual scrutiny but in the Christian faith as response to a God who uniquely reveals 
himself to humanity. According to Barth, no intellectual striving after God would suffice. 
The God of creation, who is beyond the limits of human intellectual realization, is only 
encountered in his coming to humanity in Jesus Christ.9  
                                                 
8 Barth, The Doctrine of the Word of God, 93-94. 
9 Ibid., 191. 
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  It is only the gracious initiative of the triune God that can bridge the gap between 
fallen human beings and their Creator. This initiative is fulfilled in “Jesus Christ, as he is 
attested for us in Holy Scripture. . . . the one Word of God which we have to hear and 
which we have to trust and obey in life and in death.”10 So reads the first article in the 
Barmen Declaration, a confessional document framed primarily by Barth in May of 1934, 
affirming what the Confessing Church of Germany believed in the wake of the growing 
Nazi regime.11  
 For Barth, God’s revelation is a thoroughly Christocentric event. Consequently, 
both the Church and the communicators of its message depend on God’s self-revelation, 
which God can enact in whatever way God chooses. Within this epistemological 
framework, Barth unfolds an understanding of revelation based on opposite forces in 
tension with each other. For instance, Barth emphasizes the role of the preacher in 
proclaiming the Word of God in the Church. At the same time, humanity, saturated in sin 
and alienated from the Creator, is completely powerless to preach God’s Word.12 These 
opposites, which reflect a dialectic theology, only are resolved in the Word made flesh 
through Jesus of Nazareth (John 1:14). Other paradoxes, like fear and hope, exhibit this 
dialectical tension. Furthermore, Barth’s understanding of Scripture is based on a 
                                                 
10 Presbyterian Church of the United States of America, Book of Confessions: The Constitution of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)—Part I (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2004), sect. 8.11.  
11 Karl Barth, “Theological Declaration of Barmen” (1934; repr., Presbyterian Church of the 
United States of America, Book of Confessions: The Constitution of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)—
Part I (Louisville: Office of the General Assembly, 2004), 246. 
12 Barth, The Doctrine of the Word of God, 94. 
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paradoxical tension between fallible human words and the Word, Jesus Christ, to which 
the written words bear witness.  
 The appropriate foundation for any Christian talk about God and human 
knowledge of God is the unexpected proclamation in which God speaks, of his own 
accord, his divine Word to people. Proclamation, according to Barth, is the “human 
speech in and by which God himself speaks like a king through the mouth of his 
herald.”13 God has chosen to reveal himself in the form of the Word, “with attendant 
cognitive and linguistic form and content, and not via some mysterious and nebulous 
feeling or sense of ultimacy.”14 As a herald, the task of the preacher is to use language to 
bear witness to the Word as Scripture bears witness to Jesus. The preacher invents 
nothing but tells of what he or she has been shown in God’s revelation. Such speech 
should be heard and received as God speaking; and consequently, it should be obeyed and 
heeded as the very Word of God. When a communicator clearly exposits the divinely 
revealed text of Scripture, the result “is the word of God which God himself has 
spoken.”15 
 As a young pastor in Safenwil, Switzerland, Barth began to question his own 
method of preaching to the people of his congregation. The contemporary voices of 
progressive theology had given him ideas about God but said little of what to do with and 
                                                 
13 Ibid., 52. 
14 Ibid., 83. 
15 Karl Barth, The Preaching of the Gospel, trans. B. E. Hooke (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1963), 9. 
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in response to this knowledge. Barth offers the following comment regarding his struggle 
between biblical knowledge and the realities of life:  
I sought to find my way between the problem of human life on the one hand and 
the content of the Bible on the other. As a minister I wanted to speak to people in 
the infinite contradiction of their life but to speak the no less infinite message of 
the Bible, which was as much of a riddle as life. Often enough these two 
magnitudes, life and the Bible, have risen before me (and still rise) like Scylla and 
Charybdis.16 
 
 For Barth, the only way the preacher can bridge this gap is to become the servant 
of the event of revelation, to simply present through exposition the redeeming and 
reconciling truth of God’s Word in all its power.17 One of the significant implications of 
Barth’s theology of proclamation is that preachers are freed from the duty or burden of 
forcing transformation upon their listeners. This responsibility, thankfully, lies squarely in 
the hands of the living God who alone has the power to reveal himself clearly to those 
whose vision has been blurred by sin. 
 For the purposes of this ministry project, it is also worth noting how thoroughly 
dependent Barth’s theology of revelation is upon the sovereignty of God. God is 
mysteriously both the one who chooses to show himself in revelation and, likewise, the 
one who through the Holy Spirit creates faith and formation within the Christian as a 
response to his self-revelation. In other words, in revelation Jesus Christ is both the 
proclaimer and the proclaimed. 
                                                 
16 Barth, Word of God and the Word of Man, 100-101. 
17 Ibid., 123. 
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 Pointing to his theological convictions about humanity’s utter inability to initiate 
a redemptive transformation in light of a God, who is wholly other, critics at times have 
accused Barth of too quickly resigning to the helplessness of people in the face of their 
own evil.18 Indeed, Barth distanced himself from the anthropocentric social gospel of 
contemporary theologians in light of what he felt to be a dominant message of the 
Reformation—humanity’s powerlessness to strive for and achieve a redemptive path to 
God. However, Barth’s ministry and role as a prophetic voice for the Church are 
grounded in his commitment to the ethic imperatives of the gospel and the supremacy of 
the “one word of God which we have to hear . . . and trust and obey in life and in 
death.”19 His theology places Jesus, and the unambiguous call to imitate him, at the 
center of any discussion of the Church’s role in community transformation. The Church’s 
sole hope for sustained transformation rests in Jesus Christ.  
 While Barth concurred with the humanists’ profound awareness of societal 
injustice, he differed in his response. Barth’s ethics presupposed the inability of people to 
speak of God and the absolute sovereignty of God, who alone is capable of revealing 
himself to creation. For the purpose of this project, Barth exemplifies an integration of 
ethics and theological doctrine that history has shown to be so desperately lacking. Christ 
is perpetually calling his followers to reshape their lives in subjection to his revelation: 
                                                 
18 After listening to Barth speak in Amsterdam in 1948, an American delegate responded, “If I 
were Barth, I’d quit this assembly and go fishing. And when I fished, I wouldn’t bait my hook nor wet the 
line: I’d expect the Lord to make the fish flop out of the water right into my frying pan.” Alexander Vidler, 
The Church in an Age of Revolution (Hardmondsworth, GB: Penguin, 1971), 266. 
19 Presbyterian Church (USA), The Book of Confessions, sect. 8.11. 
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“To the extent that Christ is the Logos of God he stands as the Counter-logos to our 
preconceived social, cultural, political and religious conceptualities. As such he radically 
revises and reorders the prior blueprints with which we intuitively desire to shape our 
world and interpret our experience.”20  
 Barth’s theology of revelation through proclamation has helped free the preacher 
from the burden of persuasion and relevance, which lie outside the sincere exposition of 
the revealed Word of God. Central to God’s character is his freedom to act as he wishes, 
and in that freedom God gracefully chooses to speak through fallible humans. In the end, 
human capacity to both hear and communicate the transformational gospel of Scripture 
rests solely as a gift of grace. Barth’s theology of revelation captures the power of God 
and the grace of his initiative in self-disclosure, to which humility and trust are the only 
suitable response.21 Finally, in spite of its profound theological depth, Barth’s work 
echoes with a recurring suspicion of preachers who seek to make their sermons a place 
for academic dogmatism. As Willimon writes: “It does not take long, wandering through 
the Dogmatics, to realize that Barth is about the creation of a world through his words. 
He never speaks as a detached, dispassionate academic, but rather as a preacher seeking 
to persuade.”22  
 
 
                                                 
20 Eberhard Jungel, Christ, Justice and Peace: Toward a Theology of the State in Dialogue with 
the Barmen Declaration (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1992), xiii. 
21 Barth, The Doctrine of the Word of God, 109. 
22 Willimon, Proclamation and Theology, 95. 
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Conversations with Barth on Preaching 
by William Willimon 
 
In Conversations with Barth on Preaching, Willimon engages the foundations of 
Barth’s theology in addressing the opportunities and challenges facing the contemporary 
preacher. The irony of the preaching moment, suggests Willimon, is that the preacher is 
called to speak a word about God that cannot be spoken; yet, faithful preachers are the 
ones who recognize this paradox and go about their task every Sunday.23 Drifting 
between appreciation and critique, Willimon applauds Barth’s theology and commitment 
to the revelation of preaching, while questioning at times his homiletical method. 
Revealing one of the many paradoxes of Barth’s theology, Willimon refers to Barth’s 
Epistle to the Romans,24 calling out this tension that is to be maintained over a lifetime of 
preaching: “The preacher must point directly toward Christ, but the preacher must be 
reminded of the distance between the preacher and Christ.”25 
 Willimon agrees with Barth that the preaching act is a moment of total grace, 
where God chooses in mystery to bridge the impossible point of contact between God and 
humanity through a Spirit-inspired witness to Christ’s resurrection. Willimon calls this 
act “Easter Speech” and argues that “to be a preacher is to relinquish all homiletical 
assistance other than that given, or not given, by the Holy Spirit.”26 Preachers face a great 
                                                 
23 Willimon, Conversations with Barth on Preaching, 100. 
24 Karl Barth, Epistle to the Philippians (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2002). 
25 Willimon, Conversations with Barth on Preaching, 6. 
26 Ibid., 227. 
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challenge as they attempt to proclaim the living Word of God, knowing well that the line 
between blasphemy and prophecy and rejection and jubilation are tenuous at best. 
According to Willimon, “It’s a tough way to make a living, but as Barth might add, it is 
the best living worth God’s making.”27 
 Modern homiletics, argues Willimon, has spent far too much time searching for 
the right words to unfold the profound mysteries of the gospel.28 Preachers ask too little 
of the Bible. They ask watered-down questions and try to package it in easily absorbed 
alliterative statements, when what is needed is a peculiar speech that frees Scripture to 
speak on its own terms. Willimon proposes an approach to preaching that shifts the 
teacher’s perspective away from trying to sell a set of ideas about a crucified messiah 
toward a way of living that already has submitted to the story of God’s transformation.29 
 
Proclamation and Theology 
by William Willimon 
 
In Proclamation and Theology Willimon asserts that a growing issue of concern 
in contemporary preaching is not a matter of style, medium, or rhetoric but rather a 
question of theology. Theos should be the primary concern for the spoken word in the 
community of faith. The God who reveals himself in Jesus Christ is a communicative, 
garrulous, loquacious God. In the creation narrative of Genesis 1 and later in the first 
                                                 
27 Ibid., 4. 
28 Ibid., 195. 
29 Ibid., 2. 
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chapter of John, Word precedes world. Something is born from nothing when a word is 
spoken (Genesis 1; John 1:3). Willimon rightly points out that the Word made flesh then 
comes as a communicator, with words that were “enough to get him tried, tortured, and 
horribly, publicly, humiliatingly executed.”30 After three days of deafening silence (Luke 
24:1-3), God resumed the conversation, appearing among friends and in the sending out 
of his followers (Luke 24:36-49; Matthew 28:18-20).  
 According to Willimon, a major threat to faithful exposition of the Scriptures is a 
hermeneutic of experience, where therapeutic goals and personal experience become the 
judges of Scripture’s ultimate authority. Willimon rightly tests this therapeutic approach 
to preaching, suggesting that it has led to a fascination with the congregation’s felt needs 
and efforts at self-improvement.31 In contrast, Christian preaching is a response to what 
Martin Luther called a verbum externum (external word),32 which comes to humanity not 
from within but from a God who by his words creates something out of nothing.33 
Willimon goes on to describe incarnational preaching as that which God takes the risk of 
bearing witness through broken, frail, and limited human vessels.34 Accordingly, 
communicators surrender their claim to “common sense” wisdom in exchange for what 
                                                 
30 Willimon, Proclamation and Theology, 13. 
31 Ibid., 118. 
32 Martin Luther, Luther’s Work: The American Edition, 58 vols. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1955-2011), 40:111.  
33 Willimon, Proclamation and Theology, 18. 
34 Ibid., 70. 
  39 
Paul calls “the foolishness of the cross” (1 Corinthians 1:18). Those who preach the cross 
submit to a theology of the cross, where rhetoric no more can draw people near to God 
than one’s personal holiness and where preachers offer grace along “with a good dose of 
honesty about the human condition.”35   
 A notable contribution to this project is Willimon’s reframing of the gap that 
preaching often seeks to fill. He writes that in his transition from seminary to pulpit, his 
greatest concern was bridging the communication gap between speaker and listener by 
means of rhetoric and eloquent style.36 He since has discovered that the most important 
gap in the preaching experience is that between humanity and a Trinitarian God.37 The 
focus of a preacher, then, is not to find the perfect words to bridge the gap between 
strange biblical stories and humanity; rather, it is to preach in ways that create the 
opening for a transforming relationship between humanity and God.  
 Willimon helpfully cautions against contemporary preaching that cultivates a 
community of therapeutic listeners, rather than the countercultural gospel communities 
evidenced in the early Christian movement. Much of the preaching heard in North 
American churches today attempts to build on a common human experience, which often 
is limited to the perspective of the one doing the talking. The Scriptures, however, may 
interpret the experiences of the human condition as something altogether different than a 
                                                 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid., 18 
37 Ibid. 
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particular cultural group’s common experience. For example, whereas depression may be 
seen as something harmful in experience—a problem surely to be solved—from a biblical 
perspective, it may be the first signs of growth and the beginning of a season of deep 
learning and restoration.38 The important question theologically is whether therapeutic 
preaching initiates a slippery slope leading to a hermeneutic of experience, where 
therapeutic goals and personal history become the ultimate judge of Scripture’s 
worthiness and authority. The danger of the psychologizing sermon is whether over time 
it can lead to a preacher’s subtle exchange of fidelity to the Scriptures with a human-
centered style of communicating based on encouragement and comfort. Willimon states: 
“It is not through psychology, sociology, or skillful rhetoric that we reach people but 
rather through theology—and God said.”39 
 
The Divine Conspiracy 
by Dallas Willard 
 
 In the fourth book under review, The Divine Conspiracy, Willard argues that non-
discipleship, an often ignored threat to the Church today, has less to do with widespread 
moral failure than the absence of clear training in what it means to live in the pattern of 
Jesus.40 Willard rightly urges followers of Jesus to apply their growing knowledge about 
the kingdom of God to every part of their life on earth. Willard seeks to empower 
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students of Jesus to “actually do—do once again, for they have done it in the past—what 
their acknowledged Maestro said to do.”41   
 He calls into question an approach to the Christian life that seems to place 
primary emphasis on getting into heaven after death. Essentially, he asserts that the core 
of Christian practice consists in becoming apprentices of Jesus in a kingdom-centered 
way of life. His primary biblical texts in The Divine Conspiracy are the Sermon on the 
Mount in Matthew 5-7 and what he refers to as “the Sermon on the Plain” (Luke 6). Here 
Willard reframes the Beatitudes, for instance, as a vision of God’s rule bringing good to 
people who are in the wrong.42  
 Willard’s vision for transformation is founded on an understanding of the 
kingdom or rule of God as a reality that “welcomes us just as we are, just where we are, 
and makes it possible for us to translate our ‘ordinary’ life into an eternal one.”43 His 
“curriculum for Christlikeness,” which is aimed at the inner life and not merely at 
behavior modification, seeks to help apprentices of Jesus to become fully convinced of 
the limitless goodness of their heavenly Father and to remove “automatic responses” 
against God’s kingdom through disciplines for the spiritual life.44 Furthermore, he 
consistently and critically assesses baseless assumptions many make about the nature of 
discipleship. Willard argues, “The most spiritually dangerous things in me are the little 
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habits of thought, feeling, and action that I regard as ‘normal’ because ‘everyone is like 
that’ and ‘it is only human.”45 As followers of Jesus submit themselves to this program of 
training for reigning, they will find that to belong to God and “to be taken into what he is 
doing throughout the world” is simply the “greatest opportunity one will ever have.”46 
 One of Willard’s significant contributions to this project is the premise that 
spiritual transformation is not about behavior modification; it is about finding the roots of 
behavior and changing the source. When the mind, heart, body, and soul are rightly 
ordered within, the whole person can begin to walk in step with the way of Jesus with 
courage and joy. It is not a clench-fisted struggle. One of the lies Willard seeks to expose 
about the Christian pursuit of transformation is that it is hard. He asserts, on the contrary, 
that inviting people into the spiritual practices will open them to a much easier way to 
live in conformity with the deepest God-ordered longings of their soul.47 
 Furthermore, Willard suggests that ministry is a function of the Holy Spirit at 
work in concert with those who follow Christ.48 Applied to the practice of teaching and 
preaching, the work of ministry begins with the acceptance that pastors cannot do it based 
on their own effort, giftedness, or knowledge alone. Preachers do not need to act as if 
they are adequate to convey the message of Christ on their own merits or persuasive skill. 
This idea builds on the assumption that effective preaching has less to do with polished 
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communicating and dynamic performance than with inviting people into practices that 
open them to the power of God’s Spirit. Willard’s treatment of these classic disciplines is, 
therefore, of critical concern to this project. 
 
The Spirit of the Disciplines 
by Dallas Willard 
 
In The Spirit of the Disciplines, Willard outlines a theologically compelling plea 
for Christ followers to “place the disciplines for the spiritual life at the heart of the 
gospel.”49 The witness of the New Testament, argues Willard, is the claim that human 
beings can become like Jesus by “following him in the overall style of life he chose for 
himself.”50 Moreover, the author highlights the impact of spiritual disciplines on a 
number of other themes related to Christian life and practice. For example, Willard 
suggests that a major problem for Christian evangelism “is not getting people to talk, but 
to silence those who through their continuous chatter reveal a loveless heart devoid of 
confidence in God.”51 
 Willard is distinctive in his insistence on a psychologically sound theology of 
spiritual practice. He identifies the growth of Christian psychology as a watermark in the 
twentieth-century American Church, taking the conversation about spiritual formation 
beyond mere grace and dealing with what a person actually does to reform habits, 
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intentions, and character.52 Willard’s commitment to a genuinely Christian psychology 
grounded in spiritual formation is a noteworthy contribution to this conversation and a voice 
that should be engaged alongside Willimon’s inherent suspicion of a therapeutic gospel. 
 Of critical concern to this ministry project is Willard’s depiction of a vivid 
companionship with Jesus that results from a sustained discipline of the interior life. For 
example, in tracing the gospel accounts of Jesus, Willard reveals that the majority of 
Jesus’ disciplined life is practiced in the solitude and quiet, which precede serving the 
needs of others (cf. Mark 1:45; John 6:15). Drawing from Paul’s use of gymnasium 
language, Willard likens the life of the disciple to that of an athlete whose preparation 
comes through consistent and eternal training outside the public eye (cf. 1 Timothy 4:7). 
Furthermore, he rightly distinguishes the legalistic concept of trying harder from the wise 
training that cooperates with the grace of Jesus in a disciple’s life. The Spirit of the 
Disciplines underscores the counter-intuitive reality that spiritual practices ultimately can 
lead to a life marked by the ease and power seen in the life and ministry of Jesus, 
essentially “flowing from the inner depths, acting with quiet force from the innermost 
mind and soul of the Christ who has become a real part of us.”53  
 
The Dangerous Act of Loving Your Neighbor 
by Mark Labberton 
 
 Leading a congregation through wise training in the spiritual practices requires 
more than a roadmap for behavior modification. The calling of ministry leaders, 
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according to Labberton, is to help people see both the world and Jesus in such a way that 
stirs their desire to pursue a transformed life. In The Dangerous Act of Loving Your 
Neighbor, Labberton suggests that seeing rightly is the beginning of formation in Christ. 
The pastor approaches the Scriptures as a gift meant to help people see as God sees and 
then to act as God would act. The work of transformation hinges on “how we perceive, 
name and then act in the world.”54 
 Labberton rightly integrates internal transformation with external obedience, 
arguing that private works of obedience are linked inextricably with public acts of 
justice.55 He writes: “Actions are pay dirt. If we want a measure of what is really in our 
hearts, look at our actions. Whatever we claim about our hearts, their true character is 
measured by what we do. Or what we fail to do. We may say we love, but it turns out to 
be a lie if we don’t love in action (Matthew 7:24).”56 Labberton alludes to Jesus’ 
concluding words in the Sermon on the Mount about the wise and foolish home builders 
(Matthew 7:24-27). The true measure of a rightly ordered heart is the ongoing integration 
of the truth one hears and what one puts into practice. At the same time, Labberton 
exposes “the way we try to use actions to mask our inner attitudes (e.g., showing off in 
our prayers or giving) along with the way our inner attitudes fail to make their way into 
our actions (e.g., saying ‘Lord, Lord’ but failing to show it).”57 Putting one’s faith into 
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practice without any transformation of the interior life thus can lead to Pharisaical self-
righteousness. 
 An approach to preaching consistent with Labberton’s message elevates the 
teaching experience beyond practical wisdom and how-to’s toward an encounter that 
awakens vision. A compelling sermon enables people to pay attention to the world in 
God’s name. Accordingly, the teaching experience proposed in this project presumes that 
in preaching God wants to shape humanity’s ability to perceive. Faithful preaching helps 
open the eyes of a community to the reality of a world warped by the brokenness of sin. 
This is precisely what Jesus does when he teaches in parables. He is helping people see 
the world in a new, more integrated way. When people see a God who is deeply affected 
by the self-deception of humanity and the bending of power to idolatrous desires, they are 
more likely to respond in a manner consistent with the character and heart of God. It is 
toward a thoughtful reflection on the character of God, revealed most clearly in Jesus, 
that this paper now directs its focus.  
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CHAPTER 3 
THEOLOGY OF THE WORD AS CHRIST-FORMATION 
  
 This chapter offers a theological foundation and vision for preaching as a 
transformational event through the incorporation of the spiritual practices of Jesus. The 
content of this section builds on a Reformed theology of preaching that prioritizes the 
faithful exposition of Scripture. In addition, this chapter carefully examines New 
Testament patterns of transformational preaching, specifically in the ministry of the 
apostle Paul. Finally, specific attention is given to the catalytic role of discipline and 
habit in character formation. 
Character formation is essentially “Christ-formation.” It is the process through 
which someone develops, according to Willard, “the kind of inner character or heart that 
belongs to those whose life truly flows from the kingdom of God.”1 The formation of 
Christ’s character in a person involves the renewing of one’s thought life (Romans 12:2), 
because “the deepest revelation of our character is what we choose to dwell on in 
thought—as well as what we cannot think of.”2 This cultivation of a renewed mind takes 
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place through the ongoing engagement with the person of Jesus through the Scriptures 
and its faithful teaching in the Church.  
 
Preaching and the Reformed Movement 
 
The Reformed tradition places a primary value on the proclamation of the Word of 
God as a revelatory event central to the ongoing worship life of the Church. This 
affirmation can be found in the widely adopted heading from the Second Helvetic 
Confession, “The Preaching of the Word of God Is the Word of God.”3 According to 
James F. Kay, this may be the most influential theological sentence ever written about 
preaching.4 In the Reformed Movement, preaching is the “Word of God” that God himself 
speaks through the exposition of the biblical text for the ongoing edification of the 
Church.5 Authentic preaching enables the community of faith to hear from God himself, to 
the end that they may be made new in the likeness of Christ (Ephesians 4:23-24).  
The ecclesial tradition of the Presbyterian movement has long embraced a 
grounded passion for the Word, and for words themselves, as conduits of power. In the 
Reformed context, the faithful exposition of the biblical text opens churches to being 
“transformed by the renewing of . . . [the] mind” (Romans 12:2). The preaching act is a 
critical element in the training of disciples, who bring together heart and mind in their 
worship of God. According to the essential tenets of the Covenant Order of Evangelical 
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Presbyterians, “We reject the claim that the life of the mind is independent from faith; we 
affirm that unless we believe we cannot properly understand either God or the world 
around us. Historically, the Presbyterian tradition has been especially called to explore 
what it is to love God with all our minds, being committed to the ongoing project of 
Christian education and study at all levels of Christian life.”6 This value statement affirms 
the importance of thoughtful preaching in empowering people to love God with all their 
mind (e.g., Mark 12:30). 
At the same time, suggests McNeal, the Reformed Church’s emphasis on the 
faithful preaching of God as the Word of God can result in a built-in bias toward 
“doctrinal transmission and preservation.”7 In his critique of doctrine-centered preaching, 
McNeal urges caution when evaluating the effectiveness of preachers based on their 
“oratorical brilliance.”8 One must consider the appropriate role of the preacher in 
connecting the unchanging Scriptures to the ever-changing tensions of life and work, 
while making the classic spiritual practices of the Church applicable and relevant to 
everyday realities.  
Reformed spirituality is primarily a spirituality of the Word. The Word rightly 
preached brings about the transformation of mind and character necessary for the 
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Christian life. Reformed spirituality was born from a renewed emphasis in the private 
study and public preaching of Scripture. Reformers like John Calvin preached a lectio 
continua, working their way through books of the Bible rather than relying on the 
traditional lectionary readings.9 Christians were encouraged to engage in the systematic 
study of the Scriptures in the privacy of their homes. In this way, biblical literacy became 
a shared partnership between church leaders and their parishioners. 
From its origins, Reformed spirituality was nourished through the praying of the 
Psalms in both corporate and private devotional life. As the hymnbook of the Holy Spirit, 
the Psalms serve as a guide to the life of prayer. Scripture gives voice to one’s prayer life, 
even when “we do not know what we ought to pray for” (Romans 8:26). Moreover, the 
Reformers returned to a sacred understanding of the Lord’s Day, shifting the focus away 
from restrictive prohibitions and toward the spiritual practices of prayer, meditation on 
the Word of God, and public prayer. The resurrection was to be celebrated weekly, and 
corporate worship was a foretaste of heavenly co-reigning with Christ. Likewise, Sunday 
was not just a day for the covenant community. The Reformers heralded Jesus’ healing on 
the Sabbath as a picture of the outward practices of sacrifice and service that disciples are 
to pursue in observance of the Lord’s Day.10 
In the Reformed tradition, the stories of Scripture reveal a God who acted on 
behalf of a people, calling them to respond as a redeemed community. God’s reconciling 
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work is never relegated to individualistic experiences. The first followers of Christ 
worshipped, served, and lived as a new family, devoting themselves as a people to 
fellowship, mutual surrender, and life together (cf. Acts 2:42).  
A challenge for the contemporary Church is to invite people to place their 
confidence in Jesus by living their faith through Christian practice in the public realm. 
Christianity must be grounded in more than individual experience. One is called to 
participate in the life that Jesus is now living on earth through community.11 This gospel 
incorporates the reality of eternal life in heaven, while prioritizing ongoing spiritual 
transformation as part of the Christian community. 
Furthermore, the biblical preacher anchors the Church in the hope of 
transformation found in the resurrected Christ. The preacher invites people to fix their 
eyes on the one who “for the joy set before him endured the cross” (Hebrews 12:2). As 
Willimon suggests, “Christian preaching can’t stop with the cross. To do so leads to a 
morbid kind of preaching that merely wallows in suffering and guilt, almost gleefully 
notes the abundant evidence of injustice and evil in the world, and then predictably urges 
some form of human action to right the wrongs that ail us.”12 As a result of the physical 
resurrection of Jesus (Luke 24:6), God’s transforming power is made available to those 
who cannot bring about change or redemption as an act of their own volition (Romans 
8:11). For the pastor, this means being absolved of the need to motivate people by mere 
guilt and moral duty. Rather, the preacher constantly points to the power of the 
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resurrected Christ at work “through his Spirit who dwells in you” (Romans 8:11). This 
means watching as God takes a seedling of faith to bring healing to an entire community. 
It is the worshipful act of being drawn into the delight God experiences in using the 
foolish and weak to accomplish the purposes of justice and redemption on earth (cf. 1 
Corinthians 1:27-28). 
 
Biblical Evidence of Transformational Preaching 
 
The New Testament offers a picture of preaching as an act of participating with 
God in awakening change. The inadequacy of the communicator in terms of eloquence 
and persuasive passion is secondary to the power of God’s Spirit revealed in the 
preaching moment. Such biblical evidence offers a firm foundation for transformational 
preaching and its role in Christ-formation. 
In 1 Corinthians 2:4, the apostle Paul renounces the use of persuasive rhetoric in 
his message and preaching, choosing instead “a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.” He 
also said, “I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him 
crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). In the preceding chapter of 1 Corinthians, the apostle 
identifies the power of God as the message of the cross (1 Corinthians 1:8). It is God’s 
subversive strength in weakness now made available and put on display in the lives of 
those who hear the message of the cross. Thus, Paul chose to come “in weakness with 
great fear and trembling,” so that the resulting faith of the brothers and sisters in the 
church of Corinth “might not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s power” (1 Corinthians 
2:3-5).  
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Conversely, the apostle’s appeal to the Athenian community in Acts 17 is built on a 
nuanced engagement of prevalent cultural beliefs of that day. Seeing the pervasiveness of 
idols in the urban context of Athens, Paul “reasoned in the synagogue with both Jews and 
God-fearing Greeks, as well as in the marketplace day by day with those who happened to 
be there” (Acts 17:17). This reveals that Paul was not dismissive of the role of appealing 
to reason in engagement of the dominant ideas of his day. Paul proceeds to address the 
intellectual culture of Athens on its own philosophical turf, quoting from their 
contemporary poets and the inscriptions of their altars: “to an unknown god” (Acts 17:23). 
Paul avoids quoting from his own scriptural tradition, choosing instead to connect with the 
philosophical voices that dominated Athenian culture. He appeals to these people, who 
worship at the altar of an “unknown god” (Acts 17:23), to seek the God who made the 
world and everything in it (Acts 17:24) and “reach out for him and find him, though he is 
not far from any one of us” (Acts 17:27). Beginning with their cultural story, Paul 
announces that the Lord of heaven and earth is both near and knowable, with the ultimate 
proof in the one who was raised from the dead (Acts 17:31). Translating that model of 
preaching into a contemporary context leads to an ongoing tension between the plain-
spoken power of God’s Spirit through the witness of the biblical text and a culturally 
informed method of communicating grace within a world full of altars to unknown gods. 
The New Testament offers insight into both the form and substance of 
transformational preaching. Another relevant biblical text for the purposes of this 
transformational preaching project is found in Hebrews 12:1-2, which reads: “Therefore, 
since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything 
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that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race 
marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith.” The 
Creator designed humanity for individuals to rely on the encouragement of the collective 
body, like training partners who provide encouragement and accountability along the 
way. In other words, no disciple is called into the school of spiritual training without 
community. 
 Additionally, the writer of Hebrews describes the human condition of sin as a 
weighty article of clothing that clings to a runner competing for the prize. Left 
unchecked, one’s mind can be filled with patterns of destructive thinking. The body is a 
collection of out-of-control appetites. Left solely to human effort, people lack the will 
power to resist these appetites. In the language of Paul from his letter to the Romans, “I 
do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing” 
(Romans 7:19). 
 Paul writes to the church in Galatia: “You are no longer slaves, but God’s 
children, and since you are His children, He has made you heirs” (Galatians 4:6-7). 
Having been drawn into the family as rightful heirs, followers of Jesus are summoned to 
act like God’s children in the transformation of their identity, character, and calling. 
Teaching and preaching without this foundation of adoption into God’s family leaves 
people powerless and defeated, attempting in futility to conform their lives to the likeness 
of Christ. Spiritual transformation finds its anchor in a proper theology of adoption—a 
relationship with a Father extending open arms, who welcomes the wayward children 
home and gives them the highest title available in the family (cf. Luke 15:22). 
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This is where the teacher plays a critical role in laying out an intentional shift in 
the use of language and story that patiently introduces the broader community to the 
spiritual practices. Teachers and communicators can work to contextualize Christian life 
and practice to a community’s present situation, finding methods to integrate what may 
seem like a new lexicon of spiritual formation with more established ways of speaking 
about the Christian life. Borrowing an image used by Lesslie Newbigin, the preaching 
moment is like a mirror which bounds one world from another.13 The communicator 
extends an invitation to cross a boundary line between two worlds. “In one of them 
everything leads up to death and death is the end; in the other everything starts from 
death and death is the beginning—and there is an infinite vista of new possibilities which 
we can only guess at.”14 The opportunity for the preacher, then, is to move beyond the 
history of the past and effectively inspire people to live in a way that opens people to 
God’s transformation in the present.  
 
Spiritual Formation and Practice  
 
  Engaging in spiritual formation and its practice brings freedom. Willard defines 
spiritual formation as “the process of transforming the person into Christlikeness through 
transforming the essential parts of the person, the mind.”15 It is the ongoing process of 
putting on Christ’s character through the renewing of the mind. This transformational 
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progression is described in 2 Peter 1: “His divine power has given us everything we need 
for a godly life. . . . For this very reason, make every effort to add to your faith goodness; 
and to goodness, knowledge; and to knowledge, self-control; and to self-control, 
perseverance; and to perseverance, godliness; and to godliness, mutual affection; and to 
mutual affection, love” (2 Peter 2:3-7). This passage contains both an active and passive 
dynamic. Christ followers must make every effort in adding to their lives such qualities 
as goodness and self-control, while trusting that God’s divine power provides 
“everything” they need for a godly life (2 Peter 2:3). Spiritual formation is the process by 
which God’s transforming power and the disciple’s training in character come together. 
      This journey into ongoing spiritual maturity as a disciple of Jesus, suggests the 
confessional standards of ECO, “is an expected response of gratitude to the grace of God, 
which is initiated, sustained, and fulfilled by the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit.”16 
God, in his grace, has given people the freedom to change. God is responsible for the 
transformation, but he has provided disciples of Jesus with strategies for opening 
themselves to his power. Moreover, the inward workings of the heart are of far more 
important than the outward mechanics of the practices themselves.  
 Spiritual formation is a progression in life “in which people come to actually do 
all things that Jesus taught.”17 It is a process by which people become students or 
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disciples of the master teacher Jesus. The New Testament, asserts Willard, “is a book 
about disciples, by disciples, and for disciples of Jesus Christ.”18 Essentially, disciples are 
students and practitioners of that which they are learning. The word “disciple” is used 
269 times in the New Testament.19 The word “Christian” occurs three times and only 
surfaces in a context first where the disciples of Jesus no longer could be identified as a 
mere sect of the Jewish community (cf. Acts 11:26).20  
 In many contemporary Christian contexts, discipleship is an optional course. 
Willard agrees and says, “The governing assumption today, among professing Christians, 
is that we can be ‘Christians’ forever and never become disciples. And this is the Great 
Omission from the ‘Great Commission’ in which the Great Disparity is firmly rooted.”21 
The primary mission field for the making of disciples, then, consists of those places 
where the divergence between people who identify themselves as Christian yet see no 
need to become disciples of Jesus is greatest. 
God invites people to cooperate in his work of transformation through spiritual 
practices and disciplines that open them to his power.22 A discipline is a practice that 
enables disciples to accomplish what they cannot do by direct effort. They empower 
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Christ followers to live with God in the constant reality of his presence. The writer of 1 
Timothy offers this word to his protégé in the faith: “Train yourself to be godly. For 
physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise 
for both the present life and the life to come” (1 Timothy 4:8-9). It is a call to “labor and 
strive” in the ongoing training of putting on the character of Christ (1 Timothy 4:10). The 
goal is to help the church train in such a way that God would unleash a transformation of 
character and heart so that the people of God can live in his power and reflect his love as 
an extension of his body.  
 According to ECO’s essential tenets, “the community of the Church practices 
disciplines in order to help one another along the path to new life, speaking the truth in 
love to one another, bearing one another’s burdens, and offering to one another the grace 
of Christ.”23 Leading the community of faith into spiritual disciplines is an indispensable 
way to fulfill the second part of the Great Commission, as people place their confidence 
in Jesus as a disciple in his kingdom (Matthew 28:19-20). The aim of ECO churches and 
its leaders is to make the teachings of Scripture around the disciplines realistic, non-
formulaic and powerful in everyday life.  
 It is important to clarify in this process of spiritual formation that striving is not 
the same as trying. Trying harder on its own merit is not a sufficient strategy for spiritual 
growth.24 One could examine, for instance, the pursuit of humility. One does not become 
more humble by waking up in the morning with the exhortation, “Today I am going to be 
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a perfectly humble person.” That would be like trying to run a marathon without ever 
lacing up trainers or stepping foot on a treadmill. The key is not the will power to try hard 
but training in such a way that long-distance running is simply a natural response to the 
kind of athlete one is in the process of becoming.  
 This is where the spiritual disciplines unleash a new kind of power. For example, 
instead of trying hard to be humble, one goes into training. Disciples engage in the 
spiritual practice of serving, putting another’s needs before their own (cf. Philippians 
2:3). It is the discipline of blessing other people as a reminder that one does not have to 
be constantly driven by selfish gain. Disciples may choose to serve that person in secret 
with no attempt to be acknowledged for their act of kindness (cf. Matthew 6:4). The more 
Christ followers serve other people and build them up with their words, they find that 
they do not have to live as slaves to this chronic sense of self-importance that plagues 
contemporary culture. 
Another illustration of the indirect dynamic of the spiritual practices is celebration. 
The experience of joyful celebration is not a gift that can be achieved by direct pursuit. 
The fruit of this kind of joy in one’s life is a result of the convergence of true worship with 
obedient acts of justice—offering food to those who hunger (Isaiah 58:7) and satisfying 
the needs of the afflicted (Isaiah 58:6). Then, declares the prophet Isaiah, “your light will 
break forth like the dawn, and your healing will quickly appear . . . then you will find your 
joy in the Lord, and I will cause you to ride in triumph on the heights of the land and to 
feast on the inheritance of your father Jacob” (Isaiah 58:9, 14). 
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 The spiritual disciplines are designed to help move people out of the realm of the 
visible to confront what is the unseen truth. In other words, these spiritual practices 
remind the Christian community that they are looking at things they cannot see. 
“Disciplines of abstinence” are meant to bring freedom from superficialities and 
destructive entanglements.25 The challenge is “to abstain from sinful desires, which wage 
war against your soul” (1 Peter 2:11). The goal is not simply to abstain from bad things, 
but from those activities which hold a place in our lives. Whereas disciplines of 
abstinence demonstrate that one need not be controlled by unchecked desires, the 
“disciplines of engagement”26 enable someone to “put on the new self, created to be like 
God in true righteousness and holiness” (Ephesians 4:24). They help the disciple to see 
the subtle ways in which the Spirit is seeking to lead and guide thoughts, reactions, and 
patterns of behavior. With each of these disciplines, it is important to remember that God 
is ultimately responsible for transformation as one partners with him in a life of spiritual 
training. 
 A primary discipline of abstinence addressed in this project is solitude. Concerning 
the practice of solitude, Richard J. Foster writes in Celebration of Discipline, “Loneliness 
or clatter are not our only alternatives. We can cultivate an inner solitude and silence that 
sets us free from loneliness and fear. Loneliness is inner emptiness. Solitude is inner 
                                                 
25 Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, 158-159. 
26 Ibid. 
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fulfillment.”27 The discipline of solitude, when practiced regularly in the context of 
Sabbath rest, becomes a gift which sets people free from the captivity of their own efforts. 
In a culture fixated on achievement and accomplishment, the Scriptures announce that 
God’s image bearers are defined by who they are over and above what they do. It is an 
inside-out form of self-authorship that requires abiding in Christ and practicing the 
presence of God. As Willard writes: “You rarely find any person who has made great 
progress in the spiritual life who did not at some point have much time in solitude and 
silence. . . . Just make space. Attend to what it around you. Learn that you don’t have to do 
to be. Accept the grace of doing nothing.”28 
 Surrender is an equally powerful spiritual exercise of abstinence for the 
contemporary disciple of Jesus. Inviting people to take up the practice of surrender and 
submission invariably means teaching people to practice the art of dying to power. It is 
not a matter of avoiding or ignoring the reality of power, but following Jesus into the 
crucified power of the gospel. It can be helpful to offer people tangible steps of 
incremental risk in trusting that God will show up in their powerlessness. The result of 
this over time within a community is the growing confidence that the only true security is 
found in losing one’s life to Christ.  
Disciples who are surrendered no longer feel the need to manage their life. Jesus 
wanted his disciples to trust in the very promise they were proclaiming. When Jesus sent 
                                                 
27 Richard J. Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (London: Hodder & 
Stoughton Religious, 1984), 96. 
28 Willard, The Great Omission, 36. 
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out the twelve, he instructed them to “take nothing for the journey—no staff, no bag, no 
bread, no money, no extra shirt” (Luke 9:3). He was teaching his apprentices to trust that 
their provisions would come from the kingdom of God. Likewise, for ministry leaders to 
proclaim the full sufficiency of the kingdom of God, they need to live from what they are 
teaching. This proves to be one of the more challenging aspects of the Christian life for 
anyone living in an achievement-obsessed culture, as the temptation to diversify one’s 
portfolio of trust is always present—especially in times of disappointment and trouble. 
The role of the local church, then, is to lead congregants through the discipline of 
surrender into an understanding of the freedom of God’s easy yoke (Matthew 11:28-30). 
Voices from the Reformed tradition underscore the importance of disciplines of 
abstinence, such as sacrifice and surrender, as central to the calling of every follower of 
Christ. In his Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin offers a picture of sacrificial 
living. He writes: “For we who are defiled in ourselves, yet are priests in him, offer 
ourselves and our all to God, and freely enter the heavenly sanctuary that the sacrifices of 
prayers and praise that we bring may be acceptable and sweet-smelling before God.”29 
Calvin expresses the priestly duty, or disciplines of every Christian, through the image of 
sacrifice. It is firmly grounded in a spirituality of the everyday, where the community 
offers up thank offerings in prayers and thanksgiving, “and whatever we do in the 
worship of God.”30 From this “office of sacrificing, all Christians are called a royal 
                                                 
29 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Ford Lewis Battles, ed. John T. McNeill 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 502. 
30 Ibid., 1444. 
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priesthood, because through Christ we offer that sacrifice of praise to God of which the 
apostle speaks: ‘the fruit of our lips confess his name’ [Heb. 13:15, Vg.].”31    
 
Sacred Practice and Habit 
 
 It is possible to live out the vision for life that one finds, for example, in the 
Sermon on the Mount—not as a result of trying harder but as gradual training in sacred 
habits. Discipleship is about submitting one’s habits to God. It is about submitting 
oneself to the power of God. Sacred habits lead people into this experience of God’s 
transformational love and grace. Transformation hinges on the development of sacred 
habits that direct one towards the divine and shape desires and feelings, which in turn 
shape how one speaks and responds. Followers of Jesus engage in spiritual practices that 
build habits that enable them, without the requirement of super-human effort, to actually 
live and respond to people in the way that Jesus responded in the gospel narratives. 
 Jesus modeled such sacred habits while on earth. For example, in Luke 4 Jesus 
engages in the discipline of fasting (Luke 4:1-2). Forty days later, “Jesus returned in the 
power of the Spirit to Galilee . . . and he taught in their synagogues, being glorified by 
all” (Luke 4:14-15). In the midst of the growing crowds drawn to his ministry, Jesus 
made a habit of withdrawing “to a solitary place” (Matthew 14:13). He did this, argues 
Foster, “not just to be away from people, but so he could be with God.”32 Jesus’ sacred 
habit of withdrawing in solitude was interwoven with the discipline of prayer. Mark 1:35 
                                                 
31 Ibid., 1445. 
32 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 16. 
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describes this habit: “Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left 
the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.” Together these formed a 
rhythm of outward practices reflecting the inward reality of Jesus’ intimacy with the 
Father. Through these ingrained habits, Jesus was able to demonstrate the power of God 
(cf. 1 Corinthians 2:4) in his ministry.  
 Charles Duhigg argues in The Power of Habit that people’s lives are primarily the 
sum of their habits.33 Much of Duhigg’s work finds its origin in the research and writing 
of nineteenth-century philosopher and psychologist William James. According to James, 
“All our life, so far as it has definite form, is but a mass of habits—practical, emotional, 
and intellectual—systematically organized for our weal or woe, and bearing us 
irresistibly toward our destiny, whatever the latter may be.”34 It is training in such a way 
that the pressures and adversities, which are inevitable in the race of life, do not lead to a 
weariness of heart because one has experienced the power of God in the form of sacred 
habits. James offers this wisdom in his Talks to Teachers:  
Keep the faculty of effort alive in you by a little gratuitous exercise every day. 
That is, be systematically heroic in little unnecessary points; do every day or two 
something for no other reason than its difficulty, so that, when the hour of dire 
need draws nigh, it may find you not unnerved and untrained to stand the test. 
Asceticism of this sort is like the insurance which a man pays on his house and 
goods. The tax does him no good at the time, and possibly may never bring him a 
return. But, if fire does come, his having paid it, it will be his salvation from ruin. 
So with the man who has daily inured himself to habits of concentrated attention, 
energetic volition, and self-denial in unnecessary things. He will stand like a 
                                                 
33 Charles Duhigg, The Power of Habit: Why We Do What We Do in Life and Business (New 
York: Random House, 2012), Kindle Electronic Edition: Location 120.  
34 William James, Talks to Teachers on Psychology and to Students on Some of Life’s Ideals, 
(1899; repr., Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1962), 30.  
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tower when everything rock around him, and his softer fellow-mortals are 
winnowed like chaff in the blast.35 
 
In the spiritual realm, it is through the training of sacred habits, small as they may be, that 
an individual is opened to the transforming power of Christ. The one who builds life on 
the sturdy rock of sacred habits withstands the blast of a storm (cf. Matthew 7:27). 
 These sacred habits are evident in the transformative teachers of the New 
Testament. In the height of the early Church, Peter retreats from the action in the city of 
Joppa to pray in solitude on a housetop (Acts 10:9). During this time of prayer, Peter 
receives a vision of the opening of the gospel message to the Gentiles (Acts 10:28). Early 
in his ministry, Paul prayed and fasted together with Barnabas (Acts 14:23) before 
preaching in Perga. He prayed at midnight in a jail cell with Silas (Acts 16:25), before 
speaking “the word of the Lord to [the jailer] and to all the others” (Acts 16:32). Their 
transformational preaching was the outgrowth a life built on sacred habits.  
 
The Shape of a Preacher’s Soul 
It is equally important to remember that transformative preaching in the Church is 
inseparable from a communicator’s personal and ongoing journey of character formation. 
It is not simply coursework in skills appropriation. Willard writes: “Men and women in 
ministry who are not finding satisfaction in Christ are likely to demonstrate that with 
overexertion and overpreparation for speaking and with no peace.”36 Here he argues that 
                                                 
35 Ibid., 40. 
36 Dallas Willard, “Cup Running Over: Why Preachers Must Find Deep Satisfaction in Christ,” in 
The Art and Craft of Biblical Preaching: A Comprehensive Resource for Today’s Communicators, eds. 
Craig Brian Larson and Haddon Robinson (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 71. 
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for preachers there is no substitute for deep satisfaction in the Scriptures and the presence 
of God.  
Leading a community through preaching into this vision for Christ-formation 
requires a deep coherence between communicators’ lives and the gospel of peace they 
proclaim. This kind of preaching, says Willard, is only possible through a pastor’s fresh 
encounter with Jesus. These are preachers “who can stand in simplicity and manifest and 
declare the richness of Christ in life. When people hear preachers who are satisfied in this 
way, they sense that much more is coming from them than what they are saying.”37 
Willard likens this to the living water Jesus offered people in his ministry (John 7:38). 
Willard cites the example of Jesus’ encounter with a woman caught in adultery in John 8. 
In saying to the woman, “go now and leave your life of sin” (John 8:11), Jesus shares a 
message beyond words that change is actually possible through the power and peace of 
his living water.38  
E. M. Bounds asserts that while pastors must understand the everyday struggles of 
the flock they are entrusted to lead, the understanding of their own interior life is 
paramount. He writes: “We do not say that the preacher should not know men, but he will 
be the greater adept in human nature who has fathomed the depths and intricacies of his 
own heart.”39 It is through prayer that the pastor experiences the deep contentment, joy, 
and confidence in God that fuel transformative preaching. Preachers who find their 
                                                 
37 Ibid., 72. 
38 Ibid. 
39 E. M. Bounds, Preacher and Prayer (Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press, 1907), 53. 
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satisfaction in Christ have an awareness of the peace and contentment of their mind and 
soul. 
In today’s fast-paced, high-tech life, it is tempting for pastors to compromise the 
invisible spiritual practices that build up their own interior life. For example, pastors can 
find themselves yielding to the temptation to skip prayer and faithful meditation on the 
Scriptures, moving directly to sermon writing and searching for entertaining anecdotes. In 
Under the Predictable Plant, Eugene Peterson comments that while such personal and 
denominational structures may serve a valuable purpose, the commercialization of pastoral 
work in the context of mainline denominations often does not foster “spiritual nurture” or 
in-depth “vocational counsel” through the lens of sacred habits.40 Consequently, this 
ministry project begins with preachers and teachers experientially engaging together in 
spiritual exercises. Their participation in the cross-mentoring group precedes the sermon 
writing and work of preaching that guide the broader congregation into Christ-formation. 
It is to this ministry plan that the discussion now turns. 
 
                                                 
40 Eugene Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1992), 80. 
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CHAPTER 4 
MINISTRY PLAN 
 
 
 Drawing from the dominant theological conclusions discussed in Chapter 3, this 
chapter lays out the content for Highland Park Presbyterian Church’s new ministry 
initiative. Together with Chapter 5, it proposes a theologically informed blueprint for 
transformational preaching and a pilot project specifically shaped around teaching 
spiritual practices to the Highland Park community. The project addresses the shifting 
dynamics of communicating for a change in the context of a large and diverse 
congregation. Consideration is given to the timeline, essential resources, and training 
systems necessary to bring about this new ministry initiative. 
 
Theological Implications of Transformational Preaching 
 
 The overarching theological implication relevant to this ministry plan is that 
preaching is primarily an act of participation with the Spirit of God in awakening change. 
The gifts of passion and persuasive rhetoric cannot effect lasting change in the lives of 
listeners, nor is theological clarity and depth on their own sufficient to create the kind of 
fertile soil where spiritual growth flourishes. The task of the preacher is to open up the 
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Scriptures in ways that demonstrate the Spirit’s power to spark lasting change in the lives 
of disciples. 
 To that end, the spiritual disciplines act as dynamic exercises that enable people to 
put into practice the Spirit-inspired truths of Scripture. Preaching is an effective means of 
introducing and cultivating the practice of these spiritual disciplines in the community of 
faith. In order for church attenders to experience transformation with Jesus resulting from 
these spiritual exercises, they must be liberated from the burden of believing that the 
change will result as an act of personal effort. One of the foundational anchors in this 
teaching of the spiritual disciplines is the clarification between training and trying.  
 For the eight weeks of the spiritual practices sermon series in February and March 
2015 the following phrase, drawn from the teachings of Willard, became a thematic 
refrain communicated throughout the church: “Trying harder on its own is never the path 
of spiritual formation.”1 For example, if a person is seeking to be less driven by anger, the 
solution is not to try hard to be kind. The key is training in such a way that compassion 
and kindness, or any other behavior to which one aspires, is simply a natural response to 
the kind of person one has become through trust and discipleship to Jesus. Rather than 
generating kindness as a sheer act of will power, one can engage in the spiritual practice 
of surrender, choosing to give up the need to get one’s way as a reminder of not needing 
always to be in control. People may choose to do so without telling anyone, so that they 
do not receive any credit. The more believers intentionally choose the path of surrender, 
                                                 
1 Willard, “Spirituality and Ministry.” 
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they find that they need not live as slaves to this chronic need for control that plagues so 
much of contemporary life. 
 The task of the biblical teacher is to present, by God’s grace and through the 
power of the Spirit, every person under their charge as “mature in Christ” (Colossians 
1:28). Pastors have the prophetic opportunity to communicate that even in the midst of all 
their struggles and disappointments followers of Jesus can live in the reality of God’s 
kingdom. This responsibility of helping shape a community to the pattern of Christ 
involves teaching certain spiritual practices that, when carefully connected to the witness 
of the biblical text, can be incorporated in life and daily exercise. While preaching is 
fundamentally about the availability of life in God’s kingdom, it must provide a 
consistent invitation to faithful response and action that enables people to partner with 
God’s redemptive work in the world. 
Furthermore, the spiritual training of a church is interconnected with the 
disciplined interior life of its leaders. The role of the preacher is not simply to 
communicate with great efficacy but to practice the disciplines in order to live as Christ 
lived. Only then can the preacher say with confidence, “Follow me in the way that I 
follow Jesus.” One of the great problems of the contemporary church is the devolving of 
the pastor as a conduit of God’s power into a corporate executive who thinks and acts like 
a middle manager between God and his flock. Bounds rightly suggests in Preacher and 
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Prayer that “what the church needs today is not . . . new organizations or more and novel 
methods, but men whom the Holy Ghost can use—men of prayer, men mighty in prayer.”2 
A significant intersection of ministry and the spiritual disciplines is this symbiotic 
relationship between pastoral commitment to prayer and authority in preaching. There is 
no impassioned preaching without the discipline of prayer, which alone enables a pastor to 
“fan into flame the gift of God” (2 Timothy 1:6). It is in prayer that one experiences the 
deep contentment, joy, and confidence in God that become the fuel for transformational 
preaching. The biblical teacher who lacks a rootedness in God through prayer is more 
tempted to manufacture passion, substituting authentic conviction for contrived emotion. 
The communicator becomes more vulnerable to the desire to please people and to the 
avoidance of difficult, confrontational truths in the prophetic call to obedient living.  
As part of this ministry plan, HPPC ministry leaders will become familiar with 
how the apostle Paul offers a model of the primacy of prayer in ten of the thirteen letters 
attributed to him in the New Testament.3 Before Paul addresses people, he addresses God 
on behalf of people. He gives thanks to God for their partnership in the gospel and then for 
God’s ongoing work in their lives. For Paul, prayer always precedes exhortation. It is the 
preacher’s invitation to a posture of humility in bearing witness to God’s work in a text 
and through a community. This is of particular importance to the contemporary ministry 
leader, for whom humility can become something strategic, to be leveraged for impact and 
                                                 
2 Bounds, Preacher and Prayer, 8. 
3 The model is abundantly clear throughout Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Ephesians, Philippians, 
Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 2 Timothy, and Philemon. 
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connection with people. A short-term benefit can veil the long-term danger of making a 
habit of manipulating a congregation through winsome modesty. 
 In leading a church through this ministry initiative, it is also important to 
acknowledge the many demands placed on ministry leaders that can distract from a 
teacher’s ongoing commitment to study and prayer. James S. Stewart cautions the pastor 
in light of the myriad expectations of parish ministry: “Beware the professional busy-ness 
which is but slackness in disguise.”4 This is a particular challenge for HPPC leaders, who 
are prone to people pleasing. Especially for public communicators, whose ministry is 
often conducted in front of an audience, it can be tempting to steer content in the 
direction of that which receives enthusiasm and affirmation. This may not be an 
intentional move on the part of the communicator but a subtle drift, which over time can 
dull the effectiveness and lasting transformational power of biblical preaching.  
 
Brief Overview: Strategy, Goals, and Resources 
 
 The intention of this ministry plan is to center the teaching and discipleship focus 
of the entire congregation on Paul’s exhortation in 1 Timothy: “Train yourself to be 
godly. For physical training is of some value, but godliness has value for all things, 
holding promise for both the present life and the life to come” (1 Timothy 4:7-8). This 
strategy was accomplished through a series of small group experiences comprised of key 
ministry and teaching leaders practicing the spiritual disciplines together in community. 
These cross-mentoring groups in the first phase took place among the core staff 
                                                 
4 James S. Stewart, Heralds of God, The Warrack Lectures on Preaching (New York: C. Scribner's 
Sons, 1946), 193. 
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leadership team. The second phase incorporated a larger pilot group of key teachers 
throughout the congregation, who also engage in cross mentoring. The third phase 
actually ran concurrently with a sermon series on the spiritual practices, inviting 
members of the congregation to participate in leader-facilitated groups.  
 In this ministry strategy, cross-mentoring groups are peer-to-peer mentorship 
gatherings formed to incorporate a diversity of perspectives around a structured 
curriculum.5 The leader serves as facilitator of a dynamic conversation among peers 
seeking to move in a common direction of spiritual growth. As a way of marrying 
practice with cognitive learning, participants in the cross-mentoring groups write down 
thoughts and discoveries every day in response to the content provided as well as their 
impressions following a daily exercise offered for a particular spiritual practice.  
 The primary resource accompanying the cross-mentoring group and the eight-
week transformational preaching series at Highland Park is an eighty-page devotional 
study guide created specifically for the HPPC community, entitled Strive: Practices for 
Transformation.6 Basically, it walked participants through eight spiritual practices over 
an eight-week time frame, aligned with the preaching series through Lent 2015. This 
guide was formulated under the desire to hold practice together with content. Each day 
offers brief study material to engage the particular spiritual discipline of that week, along 
                                                 
5 The Leaders Lyceum, “Developmental Relationships,” http://www.leaderslyceum.com/how-is-it-
different/developmental-relationships/ (accessed September 14, 2015). I first heard the term as part of a 
leadership development exercise led by Keith Eigel at the Leaders Lyceum in Atlanta on March 15, 2012. 
6 Bryan Dunagan and Laura Murray, Strive: Practices for Transformation—Lent 2015 Devotion 
Guide and Sermon Series Companion (Dallas, TX: Highland Park Presbyterian Church, 2015). See the 
Appendix for a sample of the guide. 
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with an exercise for putting the content into practice. The guide integrates Scripture 
readings and sermon content with additional relevant material adapted from Foster’s 
Celebration of Discipline and other writings about the spiritual disciplines. 
 The creation and design of the Strive devotional study guide was a significant 
project involving multiple departments and individuals at Highland Park Presbyterian 
Church. The content creation for the guide was a collaborative effort between the director 
of spiritual formation and me. The content director spent thirty hours editing the Strive 
devotional guide and another fifteen hours creating daily blog posts made available 
online. The art director dedicated fifty hours to connecting and laying out booklet design 
and then polishing for press. Finally, the communication team as a whole met for a 
couple of five-hour sessions for the purpose of thorough content review and final edits.  
 The printing costs of the five thousand Strive: Practices for Transformation 
devotional guides totaled $5,000. Guides were mailed to over three thousand households 
and were made available to an additional two thousand church attenders. By the end of 
the second week of the series, every printed guide had been distributed. The decision was 
made not to produce a second round of guides, in light of the available e-resource and 
daily blog posts walking people through the same content.7 
 
The Content of the Strategy 
 
 The church’s session, in conjunction with the teaching team, established the goal 
of helping followers of Jesus train as disciples in such a way that God would shape the 
                                                 
7 Highland Park Presbyterian Church, “Strive: Practices for Transformation,” entries posted under 
“Lent,” http://www.hppc.org/stories-blogs/category/lent (accessed September 21, 2015). 
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minds and hearts of a people set free to reflect his love and power to the city of Dallas. 
The specific content of the strategy resulted in an eight-part journey through the spiritual 
practices called Strive: Practices for Transformation. These eight sections formed the 
basis of the cross-mentoring experience that spanned eight weeks in conjunction with the 
forty daily exercises in the Strive devotional guide. Moreover, an eight-part preaching 
series on transformation through spiritual practices helped engage the entire Highland 
Park congregation in the spring of 2015. The cross-mentoring groups in the first phase 
that took place with the core staff leadership team was a primary focus of this particular 
project, as the objective was a more unified occurrence of transformational preaching for 
the overall benefit of the church and to pave the way for broader implementation for 
congregational practice of the spiritual disciples. 
 
Week One: Confession 
 “The Strive Journey” began in the first week with the spiritual practices of 
confession and repentance. Participants learned how confession involves a rediscovery of 
the soul beyond the charade of righteousness that so often clouds the self-awareness of 
the Christian. They learned how the act of confessing sins begins a restoration of what 
was once fractured or split within the soul. They examined the ways in which they have 
harmed both themselves and others. Consequently, confession becomes a liberating 
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practice because “sin wants to remain unknown. It shuns the light. In the darkness of the 
unexpressed it poisons the whole being of a person.”8  
 Repentance involves looking inward with the help of the Holy Spirit to see things 
as they really are. It does not require a facade of remorse that makes us appear spiritually 
more in line with the gospel. Seeing rightly often will begin to loosen the grip of sin in 
itself. Moreover, the challenge is not merely to confess one’s sins freely before God but 
in the presence of others: “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each 
other so that you may be healed” (James 5:16). One exercise offered during this first 
week invited those in the cohort to “look for opportunities to be the reminder to another 
of the healing power of forgiveness through Jesus Christ. This is not an opportunity to 
excuse their sin, but to meet it with the truth of God’s unconditional love and 
forgiveness.”9 
 
Week Two: Fasting 
 From an early age, human beings are taught that they exist to satisfy the insatiable 
desire of their appetites. The classic spiritual exercise of fasting, addressed in the second 
week of the cross-mentoring group experience, is a reminder that one does not have to 
immediately satisfy the hunger for more. In fasting, participants intentionally abstain 
from eating for a short period of time as a way of learning and re-learning that they are 
not defined by their appetites. It is notable that while fasting is not talked about often in 
                                                 
8 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together and Prayerbook of the Bible, vol. 5 of  Deitrich Bonhoeffer 
Works trans. Daniel Bloesch and James Burtness, ed. Geoffrey Kelly (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 
104. 
9 Dunagan and Murray, Strive, 13. 
  78 
the ministry context of HPPC, people nonetheless have become more and more enslaved 
to their appetites. The Christian can find freedom not just from the appetite for food but 
other appetites, which over time can steal one’s humanity and joy.  
 Participants in the strategy come to see that many figures in the Scriptures 
fasted—David (2 Samuel 12:16), Esther (Esther 4:16), Moses (Exodus 34:28), and Paul 
(Acts 14:23). Participants are confronted with Jesus’ words to his disciples in the gospel 
of Matthew, “when you fast,” as if he assumed that his apprentices were fasting on a 
regular basis (Matthew 6:16). In alignment with this transformational preaching series, 
members of the teaching team along with the church’s elders were invited to fast on a 
regular basis, as a way of remembering their dependence on God for wisdom and courage 
in the leadership of the church. The suggested starting point was a fast from sunrise to 
sunset. Participants were asked to dedicate their lunch hour as a time for prayer and the 
reading of Scripture. They intentionally followed Jesus’ example given in Matthew 4, 
when he withdrew from the crowds to fast in the wilderness. After forty days without 
food, “the tempter came to him and said, ‘if you are the Son of God, tell these stones to 
become bread’” (Matthew 4:3). Jesus replied, “It is written: ‘Man shall not live on bread 
alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God’” (Matthew 4:4). Just as 
food feeds the body, participants come to experience how the Word of God can feed the 
soul. Essentially, they learn that fasting means feasting on the Word of God.  
 
Week Three: Solitude 
 
The third exercise taken up by the Strive cross-mentoring groups was the spiritual 
practice of solitude. The urban context of HPPC is a culture of restlessness, where people 
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are incessantly hurried and overwhelmed with the complexities of life. An essential 
discipline for the church in a restless urban context like the Dallas metroplex is 
developing a rhythm of engagement and withdrawal in the pattern of Jesus. Solitude 
reveals how distracted one becomes in the interior life. According to Nouwen, “When we 
sit down for half an hour—without talking to someone, listening to music, watching 
television, or reading a book—and try to become very still, we often find ourselves so 
overwhelmed by our noisy inner voices that we can hardly wait to get busy and distracted 
again. Our inner life often looks like a banana tree full of jumping monkeys!”10  
Regular solitude has the effect of diminishing the incessant need to be at work and 
on the move in order to feel productive. Solitude releases project participants from the 
pressure to seek approval from an audience that never sleeps and reminds them that life is 
not a product to be consumed and displayed merely for affirmation. 
As part of the ministry project, cross-mentoring groups from Highland Park were 
encouraged to set aside a half day of solitude once every two months to practice listening 
for the voice of Jesus, to be immersed in Scripture, and be reminded that they are loved 
by God regardless of their performance or effectiveness in life and ministry. Ultimately, 
they had the opportunity to see how this sacred rhythm of rest reorients one’s identity 
around the trusting care of God. It has the effect of making ministry leaders in particular a 
less resentful people. They are more receptive to the unseen grace and satisfaction of life 
in the care of a God whose love has no relation to the quality of one’s work.   
                                                 
10 Henri Nouwen, The Essential Henri Nouwen, ed. Robert A. Jonas (Boston: Shambhala Press, 
2009), 27-28. 
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Week Four: Study 
 The fourth spiritual practice for the purposes of the Strive cross-mentoring groups 
was study as a way of training an individual to have a new mind that automatically 
responds to encounters and pressures in a way that reflects the love of God. The spiritual 
practice of renewing the mind through the study of Scripture is not about becoming 
storehouses of information about God. It is about becoming the kind of person who does 
not have to try harder to love people well, to respond with grace, or to let go of anger and 
resentment. 
 Participants learned that if they allow the words of Scripture to wash through their 
mind, some of this eventually becomes an automatic response. The goal, then, is for one’s 
mind to be immersed in life-giving truth that renews from the inside out. The discipline 
of study is not about participants’ acquisition or mastering of more information; it is 
about letting God master them. During the pilot cross-mentoring groups, each participant 
was asked to read Colossians 3 daily for two weeks. The staff leadership team came to 
see that study not only involves a daily routine of time spent reading in the Scriptures but 
also more extended times of undivided focus. Participants might read through an entire 
gospel or take a single passage and sit with it for a while. 
 
Week Five: Prayer 
 The fifth week of the cross-mentoring group builds on the practice of study, in 
that the words of Scripture shape and give language to prayer. Participants learn that if 
disciples of Jesus are to continue maturing in the power of the name of Jesus, they must 
commit themselves to an intentional and dynamic life of prayer. Prayer is not something 
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that normally occurs with dramatic, audacious flair but through the subtle whisper of 
everyday engagement with a God eager to speak in our lives. In Hearing God, Willard 
deals with the question of how Christians can overcome the communication breakdown 
and move closer to a dynamic, intimate kind of conversational relationship with God. 
Through biblical exegesis and personal stories, the author reveals that “as with all close 
personal relationships, we can surely count on God to speak to each of us when and as it 
is appropriate.”11 According to Willard, “our union with God consists chiefly in a 
conversational relationship with God while we are each consistently and deeply engaged 
as his friend and co-laborer in the affairs of the kingdom of the heavens.”12  
 It is helpful to make a distinction between maintenance prayer and frontline 
prayer.13 While maintenance prayer is more mechanical and internally focused, frontline 
prayers are meant to align people’s hearts with God’s compassion for the flourishing of 
his kingdom outside the comfort of the church. It is the pastor’s responsibility to lead the 
collective prayer life of the congregation beyond maintenance intercessions, as 
significant as they may be, and into the frontline realm of crying out on behalf of the 
oppressed.  
 The spiritual practice of prayer is of particular importance to anyone engaging in 
the regular teaching of God’s people. Prayer is what fuels the passion and what Bounds 
                                                 
11 Dallas Willard, Hearing God (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 10. 
12 Ibid., 56. 
13 Tim Keller, Center Church: Doing Balanced, Gospel-Centered Ministry in Your City (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2012), 73. 
  82 
calls the “unction” of a preacher’s witness to a congregation.14 It is the hidden and 
invisible force behind the very visible act of the preaching life. Nevertheless, when the 
demands of ministry pull the pastor in multiple directions, unseen practices like prayer 
are often the first to be abandoned. As a communicator in the church, it is essential to 
remember with Bounds the inseparability of preaching and praying: “Mighty and great 
prayerfulness is all potential and personal to the preacher; it inspires and clarifies his 
intellect, gives insight and grasp and projecting power” to his ministry.15 
 
Week Six: Service 
 The sixth week of the Strive experience challenges participants to take up the 
spiritual practice of serving. This discipline of engagement is an invitation to do things 
one normally would not choose to do in the service of others. It may entail small acts of 
sacrifice, expressing kindness and hospitality, choosing to listen well or to intentionally 
bear the burdens of others. In a gossip-saturated culture, this spiritual practice may 
involve guarding the reputation of others by refusing to participate in slanderous 
conversation.  
 The discipline of service is of particular importance for ministry leaders. As 
Highland Park’s leadership team and subsequently the teaching team approached this 
week of the Strive experience, they were called into servanthood not as a technique of 
leadership but as a path to the kind of servant-identity described by Paul in the Christ 
                                                 
14 Bounds, Preacher and Prayer, 62. 
15 Ibid., 58. 
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Hymn of Philippians 2:5-11. The church’s session and pastors were particularly 
challenged by Foster’s reflections on acts of service done in hiddenness. As Foster attests, 
“even public leaders can cultivate tasks of service that remain generally unknown . . . if 
all our service is before others we shall be shallow people indeed.”16 This can serve as a 
powerful counteragent to the temptation of comparison and pride in the work of local 
church ministry. In a helpful word to ministry leaders, C. S. Lewis writes: “The load, or 
weight, or burden of my neighbor’s glory should be laid daily on my back, a load so 
heavy that only humility can carry it, and the backs of the proud will be broken.”17 
 
Week Seven: Surrender 
 Closely linked with the exercise of service is the spiritual discipline of surrender. 
Participants in the strategy learn that the path of Jesus is ultimately a path of surrender. 
They come face to face with Jesus’ words: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny 
themselves and take up their cross daily and follow me” (Luke 9:23). It is an invitation to 
follow Jesus on a downward path to die to self. Willard says that “we make a general 
surrender of the right to get what we want in favor of the call to do what is good under 
God. This is the right and healthy understanding of death to self.”18  
While the word “surrender” evokes weakness, passivity, and the idea of being a 
doormat, participants learn that the intentional yielding of control to God leads to 
                                                 
16 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 136. 
17 C. S. Lewis, The Weight of Glory, rev. ed. (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2001), 14. 
18 Dallas Willard, “Spiritual Formation and the Warfare between the Flesh and the Human Spirit,” 
Journal of Spiritual Formation and Soul Care 1, no. 2 (Spring 2008): 79-80. 
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freedom from worry and anxiety. They come to see that they need not be consumed by 
the insatiable need for more. Surrendering ultimate responsibility for outcomes to God 
frees the individual from having to manipulate others and control situations in order to 
achieve a certain result. 
 
Week Eight: Celebration 
 The final week in the Strive experience leads participants through the practice of 
celebration. As a corporate spiritual discipline, celebration grounds the community of 
faith in a larger story of God’s faithfulness to his people told in the Scriptures. The 
spiritual practice of celebration reverses the memory loss that stems from a life of 
distraction, incessant hurry, and the various challenges of life. Participants experience 
together how celebration heeds the biblical refrain to “remember that you were slaves in 
Egypt and that the Lord your God brought you out of there with a mighty hand and an 
outstretched arm” (Deuteronomy 5:15).  
 During the Lenten preaching series at Highland Park, the sermon addressing this 
practice of celebration was given on Easter Sunday. The practice of corporate worship 
that morning included repeated refrains inviting participants to live in the hopeful 
promise of the resurrected and victorious Christ. For this reason, celebration deeply 
connects with joy, which becomes an ongoing source of strength for disciples (Nehemiah 
8:10). Foster calls joy the keynote of all the spiritual disciplines.19 It is the motor that 
                                                 
19 Foster, Celebration of Discipline, 2. 
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drives growth in the life of a disciple and, perhaps paradoxically, is only possible through 
obedience to Jesus.  
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CHAPTER 5 
IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS AND EVALUATION 
 
 
 This chapter lays out the specifics of the pilot ministry project through two 
transformational preaching cross-mentoring groups. Special attention will be given to the 
project’s timeline, leadership components, and necessary resources. It includes a 
proposed assessment of the project based on an evaluation guide used by cross-mentoring 
group participants in the congregation.  
 This chapter also closely traces the implementation of the eight-part Strive 
experience in the spiritual practices and the accompanying cross-mentoring groups. The 
strategy was intended to integrate the practical elements of spiritual formation into the 
preaching life of Highland Park. Drawing from the results of the evaluation, this chapter 
offers possible adaptations to help enhance the use of this ministry plan in other church 
contexts.  
 
Timeline and Implementation Process 
 
 Relevant theological research was completed in May 2014, prior to my arrival as 
senior pastor at Highland Park. In the fall of 2014, collaborative sessions were held 
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between me and the director of spiritual formation for the purpose of establishing the 
timeline and schedule for a churchwide sermon series and immersive experience with the 
spiritual disciplines. We met over the course of three months to lay the groundwork for a 
companion guide and e-resource that would accompany the “Strive: Practices for 
Transformation” teaching series. Collaborative writing of this devotional guide took 
place in the fall of 2014, with the Communications Department overseeing the editing 
and design process. 
 In September 2014 the first cross-mentoring group began meeting on a weekly 
basis in preparation for the coming Strive congregational experience. For the leadership 
of Highland Park, the formation of this group reflected a broader shift in living the vision 
of the church. With a new senior pastor having assumed leadership two months prior, the 
church was entering a new season. Moreover, this was part of a broader transition into a 
new denomination with distinctive priorities and ministry expressions. 
  The initial leadership group to engage in the cross-mentoring experience, 
supervised by me as senior pastor, were members of the staff leadership team. The team 
totaled seven members: the All Nations campus pastor, teaching pastor, pastor of 
community life, director of spiritual formation, minister to students, executive pastor, and 
senior pastor. The makeup of this group intentionally comprised key leaders in the 
spiritual formation and preaching life of Highland Park. Individuals were recognized for 
their commitment to personal discipleship and the broader spiritual life of the 
congregation. The group also reflected a depth of institutional memory, as one of the 
participants had grown up in the church, while three of the leaders had served in their role 
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on the pastoral team for more than a decade. At the same time, three of the participants, 
including me, had been involved in the life of the Highland Park congregation for less 
than twenty-four months. This balance of legacy and fresh perspective represented a 
healthy cross-section of the larger church demographic.  
 This first phase cross-mentoring group met weekly from September through 
November 2014. The ministry coordinator of the senior pastor’s office reserved the 
media conference room at Highland Park for both the leadership team and larger teaching 
team pilot cross-mentoring groups. The gatherings normally lasted ninety minutes. Each 
cross-mentoring group began with a spiritual exercise and deep meditation on a biblical 
text. Then the director of spiritual formation and I facilitated dialogue, with careful 
attention to promoting shared leadership, preventing any one voice from dominating the 
conversation. Throughout eight weeks, the cross-mentoring group explored together the 
biblical foundations of each of the eight spiritual practices introduced in the Strive 
devotional guide. The director of spiritual formation proposed specific exercises that 
would put into practice the spiritual discipline addressed in the coming week. Members 
of the group discussed their respective experiences engaging in the spiritual practices 
individually and corporately. For instance, in Week Two the group chose a day of the 
week to join together in fasting from sunrise until sunset. Overall, there was an 
opportunity to reflect on each of these exercises and how it affected each individual’s 
approach to ministry, teaching, and personal spiritual formation.  
 Following this initial cross-mentoring experience with the core leadership team, 
and utilizing a draft version of the Strive devotional guide, a larger pilot group of key 
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teachers throughout the congregation helped test the new ministry initiative in the late fall 
and early winter, allowing for further refinement of the project. In the prior year, the 
preaching at Highland Park shifted from the responsibility of a single pastor to that of a 
team with diverse voices. On some Sundays five different communicators are preaching 
in the various campus environments. However, each of these individuals preached a 
sermon grounded in the same text as part of a unified sermon series. For the purposes of 
this second cross-mentoring group experience, the primary voices from this teaching 
team were identified and asked to gather on a weekly basis over a period of eight weeks. 
This team included every communicator scheduled to preach as part of the Strive series in 
the various worship campuses of Highland Park. Like the prior pilot group, this team 
covered each spiritual practice and the accompanying exercises from the content of the 
Strive devotional guide.  
 As the co-facilitators of this second cross-mentoring group, the director of 
spiritual formation and I challenged the team on a weekly basis to resist the temptation of 
limiting their experience to that of a teacher and content provider. The corporate 
exercises and discussion times of the cross-mentoring group sought to preserve a bias 
toward experience over and above content preparation. Participants were asked, for 
instance, to reflect on their daily experience with the discipline of prayer: “How were you 
prompted in your time of listening before the Lord?” “In what ways did the convicting 
witness of the Spirit lead you into genuine repentance?” “How did fasting lead to feasting 
on God’s Word, not so that you could teach it more effectively but in the nourishment of 
your soul as a child of God?” 
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 Following the teaching team’s cross-mentoring group experience, the liturgical 
season of Lent was identified as an ideal period of time in which to invite the entire 
congregation to participate together in a shared experience of the spiritual practices. On 
Ash Wednesday, February 18, 2015, the “Strive: Practices for Transformation” preaching 
series began with a focus on the practice of confession. The following Sunday, the 
sermon text and theme centered on the discipline of fasting. With each subsequent 
Sunday, the teaching team introduced an additional spiritual practice. Each week’s 
sermon, while grounded in the exegesis of relevant biblical texts, maintained a bias 
toward action and the practicing of each of these spiritual exercises. 
 A well-tested version of the project, in conjunction with this Lenten preaching 
series, also was launched for church attenders using the Strive devotional study guide. For 
the six weeks prior to the Strive preaching series, attenders at Highland Park were invited 
to register for cross-mentoring groups that would meet together through the Lenten 
season. The director of spiritual formation hosted a group launch training experience open 
to every participant registered for a cross-mentoring group. She gave an orientation of the 
cross-mentoring group model and outlined an effective method for walking through the 
content of the study guide, both corporately in a weekly ninety-minute group gathering 
and individually throughout the week. The Strive devotional guide provided helpful 
content to participants volunteering to facilitate the cross-mentoring groups. Each group 
had the option of identifying a single facilitator or rotating leadership through the eight-
week study. The intention of the cross-mentoring group was to encourage multidirectional 
leadership among the participants. No one individual was looked to for the purposes of 
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setting the agenda or driving the direction of the group. This encouraged collective 
ownership and active participation among those who were eager to learn from one another 
in a shared journey of spiritual transformation. In essence, the cross-mentoring groups 
were self-led, with no leader needing to be trained or identified. This caused Christ 
followers to take active responsibility for fostering an attitude and environment for their 
spiritual growth and to humbly accept the wisdom others had to offer.  
 By early February 2015, fifteen cross-mentoring groups in the congregation were 
formed to study and process the Strive devotional guide together. Each group contained 
between six and twelve participants. Cross-mentoring groups were encouraged to meet 
weekly for ninety minutes. While arrangements were made for each group to be able to meet 
during the week on the Highland Park campus, most groups opted to meet in people’s 
homes throughout the city of Dallas.  
 During the Strive preaching series, weekly sermons were captured and made 
available for video and audio playback through online websites and podcasts. This 
sermon capture allowed for cross-mentoring groups to engage with teaching content 
regardless of their involvement in weekly corporate worship where live teaching took 
place. Moreover, future playback capability became available for groups outside of 
Highland Park to participate in the Strive experience.  
 
Evaluation of Cross-Mentoring Groups and Congregational Experience 
 
 Following the first two cross-mentoring group pilot phases, both the staff 
leadership team and larger teaching team each provided feedback through responses to 
four diagnostic questions: “What was most valuable in this shared journey through the 
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spiritual practices? What did not work well but needs to be adapted to enhance the 
experience for others in the community? What did not work that should be dropped from 
the experience? What is missing that would enhance the transformational impact of this 
kind of teaching?” The purpose of these inquiries was the continued refinement of both 
the content and the structure of the cross-mentoring group experience. The final question 
underscored the importance of integrating learned content with transformative practice. 
This inquiry was administered and collected by the ministry coordinator of the senior 
pastor’s office. I collaborated with the director of spiritual formation to incorporate the 
feedback results into the congregational cross-mentoring group experience.  
 Four of the seven participants on the leadership team affirmed that active 
participation in the spiritual practices prior to inviting the larger congregation in a shared 
experience of these disciplines served to deepen their own passion for the functions of 
teaching and congregational leadership. The integration of preaching with communal 
practice enhanced buy-in and commitment to a larger vision for spiritual formation. The 
most common response in terms of adapting the experience for the larger community was 
the suggestion to streamline the content around each spiritual practice—for example, 
focusing on fewer exercises of prayer or service. One member of the leadership team 
suggested that the weekly focus on one spiritual practice would be strengthened with 
more repetition built into the exercises recommended in the companion devotional guide. 
 Three individuals responded that beginning the experience with the spiritual 
practice of confession, while valuable as a personal devotional exercise, could be less 
effective in a corporate setting where participants have little to no established relational 
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trust with others in the cross-mentoring group. The suggestion was made to shift 
confession to the middle of the Strive experience, beginning instead with the discipline of 
study or prayer. Ultimately, the director of spiritual formation and I chose to maintain the 
original order. This decision was made in order to preserve the pairing of the practice of 
confession with Ash Wednesday as an intentional mark of the beginning of the Lenten 
liturgical season. 
 The final diagnostic question, “What is missing that would enhance the 
transformational impact of this kind of teaching?” relates directly to the purpose of this 
project—engaging both teacher and congregation in spiritual disciplines aimed at 
connecting theology with life-changing practice. The consensus of the leadership team, 
following the eight weeks of spiritual cross mentoring, pointed to the consistent 
temptation of settling for conceptual approaches to the content of the spiritual disciplines 
in place of their actual practice. Conversations often would drift toward how one could 
teach more effectively a certain biblical passage on surrender, rather than a transparent 
inventory of one’s own struggle to surrender control. This response underscores the 
importance of taking the teachings of the Scriptures and moving them into the realm of 
experience. One does not need to abandon theological clarity or a commitment to deep 
biblical teaching to engage people in the ongoing transformative work of the Spirit. 
 A noteworthy limitation evident in the leadership team cross-mentoring group 
was the lack of gender representation. The leadership team is comprised of six men and 
one woman. While a more balanced gender distribution would have been representative 
of the congregation as a whole, the decision was made to preserve the makeup of the 
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leadership team in its current form in an attempt to build on the trust, openness, and 
working relationships established through the previous year. Moreover, this disparity 
reflects a larger challenge of the male-dominated preaching voices at Highland Park. In 
the prior calendar year, only one female preached in any of the corporate worship 
environments.  
 Following the Lenten preaching series on the spiritual disciplines, each group 
participant was invited to complete a brief reflection form that contained five questions 
similar to the pilot group evaluations. The first question asked if congregants’ 
participation in the Strive cross-mentoring group deepened their experience of spiritual 
practices. The purpose of the inquiry was to discover the extent to which a short-term, 
peer-to-peer community group enhanced the process of spiritual formation through 
shared practice of the disciplines. The second question asked to what extent the Strive 
devotional guide engaged participants in spiritual practices. This was to understand the 
impact of developing daily individual spiritual habits as part of the ongoing process of 
spiritual formation. The evaluation also invited participants to examine how the eight 
sermons in the Strive series contributed to their spiritual growth and, in particular, which 
spiritual practice from the eight weeks they found most helpful in deepening their 
relationship with God. The purpose of this query was to explore whether biblical 
preaching was effective in moving individuals beyond acquisition of information into the 
realm of practice. Finally, congregants were asked if they encountered any of the spiritual 
practices as difficult to understand or engage in, given their present relationship with 
God. 
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 The results of these evaluations were gathered by the director of spiritual 
formation and currently are being analyzed. As the senior pastor, I intend to partner with 
the teaching team, based on the feedback from the cross-mentoring group participants, in 
the facilitation of further corporate experiences integrating the spiritual disciplines with 
the ongoing teaching ministry of the church. The initiative as a whole presupposes that 
disciples of Jesus are more likely to be handcrafted than mass produced. The aim of this 
model is to improve the connection between the ongoing learning practices and the 
personal discipleship formation of the members of Highland Park. 
 The intended outcome of this ministry project was to envision a model of teaching 
that connects the exercise of classic spiritual practices with the theology and ministry of 
the local church. This initiative aimed to counter the tendency of Reformed churches to 
substitute the experience of transformation with a more knowledge-based approach to 
biblical and theological instruction. The strategy proposed in this paper saw the initial 
stages of a community moving into the realm of spiritual transformation as a disciple of 
Jesus. The leadership bodies of the church, for example, have expressed a desire to match 
leadership function with spiritual formation in the way of Jesus. The corporate exercise of 
fasting from sunrise to sunset was embraced by the church’s session as a monthly 
practice, serving as preparation for the monthly gathering of the elders of Highland Park 
beginning in the spring of 2015. One ruling elder shared this about the Strive devotional 
guide: “[It] helped make this the most transformative Lent experience of my life.”1 In the 
                                                 
1 John McStay, phone interview with author, Dallas, TX, April 8, 2015. McStay is a ruling elder. 
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wake of this project, the session has expressed a renewed commitment to pursuing 
formation in Christ as the spiritual leaders and teachers of the congregation.  
An even more important outcome from this ministry initiative was the impact of 
layering biblical preaching material with group environments, where church attenders can 
bring theological content into the realm of experience. Multiple comments from 
participants affirmed the value of putting into practice concepts drawn from the particular 
biblical text addressed in a given week’s sermon. Subsequent to this ministry initiative, 
the Highland Park congregation is expressing renewed interest in preaching 
interconnected with experiences of spiritual formation. This is of particular importance in 
the context of a congregation that has long cherished theological depth and the life of the 
mind. As a result, the teaching team is planning a churchwide series with devotional 
resources and a strategy for group formation for the winter of 2016. As part of this new 
sermon series called “Kingdom Come,” all 4,500 members of the congregation will be 
invited to participate in a cross-mentoring group to engage in the spiritual discipline of 
prayer over an eight-week period.  
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 The focus of this paper has been the outlining of a transformational model of 
preaching at Highland Park Presbyterian Church. While interest in this project began long 
before my arrival at Highland Park to serve as the church’s new pastor, the significance 
of the endeavor took on a greater level of urgency. Highland Park is a congregation 
seeking to move beyond three decades of external tensions over its denominational 
affiliation and internal challenges that in recent years have stalled its pursuit of a unified 
vision for discipleship and spiritual formation. My journey to understand the heart of this 
dynamic and complex community with a storied history in the larger Presbyterian 
landscape was informed by the biblical and theological groundwork of this ministry 
project. Several authors served as key guides, bringing together the classic spiritual 
disciplines with the Reformed theological foundations of preaching.  
 In addition to my role as a student of the Highland Park culture, this project 
informs my calling as a communicator giving shape to new practices and methods of 
living the teachings of Scripture in our life together. Guided by the particular ways the 
New Testament writers describe the role of teaching in the process of transformation, I 
proposed a model of preaching that engages both pastor and congregation in life-changing 
spiritual practices. This teaching was grounded in the notion that God summons his people 
to participate in the work of transformation through spiritual training—practices and 
disciplines that open God’s people to God’s power. The aim was to equip Highland Park’s 
team of biblical communicators to move beyond preaching as information acquisition to 
preaching as spiritual transformation. In conversation with the Reformed tradition and 
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contemporary writings around spiritual formation, this work intended to make the 
experience of spiritual formation in Christ a vital component in both the church’s 
preaching and the interior life of its preachers.  
 This task was neither limited to nor designed as an individualized academic 
inquiry. A critical insight that surfaced following the pilot project described in Part Three 
was the inherent value of corporate engagement in the spiritual exercises. Companions 
were catalysts on this transformational journey. This experience took place in small 
communities built on a cross-mentoring framework, where each individual shares 
leadership in a mutual process of encouraging one another. When it comes to the 
formation of new habits and the abandoning of old ones, the will power of an isolated 
individual is a rather lackluster performer. For similar reasons, teachers who spend much 
of their day preparing sermon content in the privacy of personal study and thought life 
must intentionally seek ways to resist the inertia of spiritual complacency. 
 Critical to this vocation of preaching, the personal practice of spiritual disciplines 
sets the foundation for the ongoing transformation of the one doing the speaking. The 
inherent risk for those who spend their lives studying and speaking is to grow distanced 
from the actual experience of the reality they describe.1 Consequently, this project sought 
to create environments through the preaching cross-mentoring group where those who 
serve the church in a teaching capacity are more likely to continue maturing as disciples 
of Jesus. It is not sufficient for teachers to accurately describe the practices that lead to 
                                                 
1 Willard, “Spirituality and Ministry.”  
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transformation in the life of Christian. They must speak as one whose authority stems 
from the domain of ongoing experience. Highland Park’s teaching team engaged in a 
guided journey through key spiritual exercises that do more than offer valuable insight; 
they open us through indirection to the transformative power of God. What resulted was a 
shared commitment to engage in a regular rhythm of spiritual practices as a small 
community of teachers at Highland Park. Pastors expressed a desire to close the gap 
between theologically informed teaching about the Christian life and their personal 
ongoing exercise of the spiritual practices. In the wake of this endeavor, I have seen the 
impact of these spiritual practices on my interior life. As a ministry leader I am tempted, 
far more often than I wish to admit, to act from a desire to be seen as important and ever-
present to people in need. In light of this project, I am increasingly aware that to help 
people I will need to find freedom from the need to please them. 
This ministry project invited both teachers and church attenders into an eight-week 
training experience in the spiritual practices covering the disciplines of confession, fasting, 
solitude, study, prayer, service, surrender, and celebration. The church’s leadership 
received significant positive feedback from the congregation, in particular as it related to 
the teaching on the disciplines of solitude and rest. As one example, the idea of choosing to 
be alone and doing so without being lonely was a message of freedom for our chronically 
hurried community. The Strive experience did not address all the spiritual practices 
available to disciples of Jesus, nor did the journey provide an exhaustive theological 
framework for each of the eight disciplines. The purpose was to enable participants, 
Highland Park’s teaching team and church attenders, to experience God’s power through 
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these classic spiritual practices and to help followers of Jesus accomplish what they cannot 
do simply by direct effort.2   
 One of the practical observations following this project is that the title of the 
spiritual training experience, Strive (based on 1 Timothy 4:10), can itself be misleading. 
This project envisions a kind of striving that is not achieved through sheer effort and 
personal grit but rather through sustained training in exercises that make us more 
available to the transformative power of the Spirit. Furthermore, the spiritual practices 
addressed in this project did not have as their focal point external behaviors but the 
interior life in which those outer actions find their origin. Willard says that “it is the inner 
life of the soul that we must aim to transform, and then behavior will naturally and easily 
follow.”3  
This ministry experiment was born from an interest—or maybe, an obsession—
with how people actually change. It reflects a desire to clarify the environmental factors 
and practices that make it more likely for someone to mature in Christlikeness. This 
project sought to address the problem of people who continue to participate in the 
fellowship and ministry of the church but fail to evidence the transforming power of the 
gospel in the everyday interactions of life. We began the work of building a model of 
transformational preaching to engage both the biblical communicator and congregation in 
the classic spiritual exercises. What resulted was a growing desire to close the gap 
                                                 
2 Willard, Divine Conspiracy, 200. 
3 Ibid., 144. 
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between theologically informed teaching and an experience through the spiritual practices 
of the infinite goodness and love of God. 
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